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Abstract 
 

This thesis investigates the conditions that must be in place in order to account for 

radical changes of meaning in time. The radicality of changes in meaning will be examined 

in the context of language as living social activity. This project’s culmination is that the 

most convincing way to account for conceptual change is through Jacques Derrida’s 

notion of ‘iterability’ that results in what he calls ‘essential drifting’. Through ‘iterability’ 

displacement and break with the context become possible which makes for a narrative of 

radical changes in meaning. The first part stages a dialectical confrontation between 

Wilfrid Sellars’ account of meaning as rule-following and Robert Brandom’s re-working of 

it. Sellars’ conception of pattern-governed behaviour, I argue, makes it seem that apart 

from explicit or deliberate authoring of conceptual change (e.g., in scientific theory 

construction), there may be no genuine alternative for theorising changes in meaning. 

Brandom’s re-conception of normativity enables him to describe shifts in meaning as 

resulting from practices of reciprocal recognition of authority and responsibility both 

synchronically and diachronically. Norms, be they explicit or implicit, are constantly 

reinstituted by turning on precedents and serving as precedents for future linguistic 

practitioners. Toward the end of my thesis, I move to a Derridian framework to address 

the question of the extent to which the subject is authoritative in these linguistic practices, 

if normative practical attitudes are unreflective for the most part. Crucial here is the 

distinction between ‘radical’ changes and ‘revolutionary’ changes. In the former case, 

such changes are seen as semantic drifts due to the contextuality of meaning. In the latter 

case, subjects seem to play an active role in bringing about change. My contention is that 

prior slippage in a particular linguistic configuration due to the contextual nature of 
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meaning prompts subjects to actively introduce new concepts and actively influence the 

status quo. There seems to be two aspects to meaning: impersonal replicability and 

personal appropriation of concepts. Such distinction shows how certain norms can be 

replicated and massively produced unreflectively and impersonally, on the one hand, and 

how these same norms can be resisted through active reconceptualisation, on the other.  
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Introduction 

This thesis investigates what it takes to account adequately for ‘radical changes’ 

of meaning in time. This thesis searches for the conditions that must be in place for there 

to be meaning at all. All the while, these same conditions must shed light on changes in 

specific meanings. The thought is that conceptual change cuts to the heart of any 

understanding of what meaning is and must be brought to light. In this vein, the guiding 

insight of this thesis is the Derridean (and also later Wittgensteinian view) that we should 

take phenomena as we find them. In particular, rather than examining what language 

should be like, we look at how language really is. In this sense, an adequate view of 

meaning must tell us how changes in meaning occur, lest it becomes an abstraction. For 

reasons that will become obvious as this thesis unfolds, the expressions ‘conceptual 

change’ and ‘changes in meaning’ are used interchangeably. Moreover, there is a 

distinction to be drawn between meaning in general, that things around us are meaningful 

at all, and the specific ‘meaning(s)’ born by linguistic expressions given certain contexts 

or circumstances of application. Although it is possible to track the meaning(s) of an 

expression in a natural language, the latter does not come down to the definition of terms. 

So, one can understand, for example, the meaning of an uttered sentence without 

knowing the definitions of its component parts. As for changes in meaning, these involve, 

but are not limited to, how one and the same term can acquire different meanings in time. 

Given the overall commitments of this work which I will unpack in a moment, changes in 

meaning concern changes in the practice of a language that turn on rule-governed 

activity. One can speak of changes in meaning in terms of changes in the rules that 

regiment social human practices. I call changes in meaning ‘radical’ to emphasise that 
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one and the same concept can completely alter over time, sometimes to the point of break 

with previous contexts. In this regard, the term ‘radical’ pertains to changes in roots, 

ultimately casting doubt on the notion of root in meaning altogether. While this use of 

‘radical’ is distinct from what can be called ‘revolutionary’ conceptual change where 

subjects seem to play an active role in modifying the rules of their language, it is not at 

odds with it. Rather, that subjects can actively bring about changes in linguistic practices 

is not unrelated to the idea that we find change in meaning. My contention is, however, 

that any active or conscious authoring of conceptual change can only be prompted by a 

sort of prior shift of our ordinary non-specialised concepts. In this thesis, I ultimately 

contend, having drawn valuable lessons from the works of Wilfrid Sellars and Robert 

Brandom, that the most convincing way to account for radical alterations in meaning is 

through Jacques Derrida’s notion of ‘iterability’ that results in what he calls ‘essential 

drifting’ (MP: 316). By definition, every sign or inscription can be indefinitely reiterated, 

repeated. A sign is not a one-time empirical occurrence in the sense that it must be 

recognised as the same in order to be repeated or iterated in multiple contexts. To say 

that a sign is iterable is not to assert that it will be iterated indefinitely; rather, the sign is 

defined in terms of the possibility of iteration. Through iterability, displacement and break 

with the context become possible in a way that, I argue, makes way for a genuinely 

sustainable narrative of radical changes in meaning. In light of this, I argue that although 

subjects have the capacity to steer linguistic practices in different directions and in this 

sense will changes, it would be naïve to think that change stems solely from the 

autonomous exercise of subjects within a linguistic community. Rather, the latter seems 

to presuppose a sort of break and displacement built into meaning.   
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The point about semantic drift can be elucidated in the following three examples. 

For the sake of brevity, however, the contexts can only be described in a sketchy manner. 

The first example has to do with intergenerational conceptual change in ordinary, 

everyday language specific to a culture. The term manyak in Lebanese slang meant 

homosexual in a defamatory tone thirty years back. Nowadays it is used to describe a 

sarcastic person with a good sense of humour. It is unclear how this shift came about but 

it is noteworthy how the usage of the term varied from one generation to another.  

Another example in the same vein concerns the term ‘sovereignty’ in connection 

with the term ‘espionage’ in the context of Lebanese politics discussed in ordinary 

discourse. The comparison is between how both of these terms were used in the eighties 

during the Lebanese civil war and how they are currently used. During the Lebanese civil 

war, Israel occupied the south of the country all the way to the capital and as a result was 

deemed the enemy of the state by most Lebanese people. Thus, any person entertaining 

a relationship with Israel at the time was accused of espionage and of conspiring against 

the state. After the civil war, the Iran-backed Lebanese Hezbollah was allowed to remain 

armed in order to keep Israel at bay. Hezbollah grew stronger and became much more 

radicalised. Today it is the largest and most influential political party in Lebanon so much 

so that it arguably controls the cabinet even though it is not the only political party in 

government. She who voices any opposition to the state is often called an ‘agent’ by 

Hezbollah supporters and its allies. When on Twitter someone criticises the leader of 

Hezbollah, his supporters immediately reply by calling you ‘an agent’ even if the leader is 

criticised for his internal policies. The meaning of the term ‘espionage’ in connection to 

‘sovereignty’ shifted dramatically because the context changed: Lebanon is no longer 
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occupied by Israel (though of course tensions remain). Hezbollah is an Iran-backed militia 

that is part of the government. Moreover, one can speak of a break with the previous 

context of application of the term ‘espionage’ in connection with ‘sovereignty’ insofar as 

Iranian influence in Lebanon is still foreign influence. Hence the term ‘espionage’ acquired 

a new meaning in time in the context of Lebanese politics that is the opposite of 

‘espionage’ in the traditional sense. She who opposes the state on the grounds that it 

allows a foreign country (in this case Iran) to interfere with its affairs is accused of being 

an ‘agent’. Sovereignty in this specific context means keeping the current government 

under the influence of one specific foreign country, namely Iran. Thirsty years ago, being 

sovereign meant escaping Israeli occupation. Being sovereign today for Lebanese 

government supporters means condoning influence of one particular foreign state in 

Lebanon. This example brings out the contextual nature of meaning; it seems that 

concepts can be meaningful despite their confusion and the need for further explicitation. 

To assume the latter is not to deny that one can rectify concepts; something about 

repeating concepts in multiple contexts breeds a slippage that can then be 

reconceptualised reflectively and sometimes call for an active introduction of new 

concepts in the language. But note that these specific concepts like sovereignty and 

espionage do not acquire their meaning from definitions; they are practice based. These 

are preliminary remarks that can only become clear as we proceed.  

 Finally, in the most recent Lebanese uprising, the usage of certain slogans was 

noteworthy. One could arguably say that demonstrators became conscious of the failures 

of the sectarian regime and the corruption of political leaders. One of the main demands 

of these protests was the overhaul of the whole ruling class who have been politically 
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involved for thirty years since the end of the civil war. In light of this, one of the slogans 

that stuck out was all means all in reference to political parties and specifically their 

leaders. The context for this is that every political leader who has been involved in 

governing the country since the civil war was without exception accused of corruption. 

Note that each sect in Lebanon has its own political party such that if you belong to sect 

x you can only endorse the political agenda(s) affiliated with sect x. The slogan all means 

all which was repeated on a number of occasions and even used in hashtag on social 

media initially meant any political sectarian leader without exception must be held 

accountable. This slogan further entails that if someone criticises the decisions of a 

political leader from this ruling class it does not mean that they condone other political 

leaders’ performance from the same ruling class: all of them means all of them. However, 

through the repetition of all means all its meaning expanded to the point of break with the 

initial context. Some demonstrators themselves were chanting all means all but then 

immediately afterwards would name a political figure who has had some remote affiliation 

with a political sectarian party. Furthermore, some conservative groups who confronted 

protesters in the street used the same slogan with a twist. Indeed, the same slogan was 

incorporated into a new context that involves different interlocking chains of signs: all 

means all! Nasrallah (the leader of Hezbollah) is more honourable than all. In this case, 

all means all implies that there are exceptions which is incompatible with the initial 

‘intended’ meaning of the slogan. In this context, all means all signifies all the sectarian 
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parties in Lebanon are corrupt with the exception of this specific party. It is a break with 

the initial context because sectarianism and corruption go hand in hand.1  

In the above set of examples, a sort of drift in meaning takes place. The subject 

does not seem to play any active role in instilling these changes in meaning, save for 

repeating these concepts. I now turn to a different type of conceptual change where 

subjects will change, what I called ‘revolutionary’ conceptual change above. Before 

‘sexual harassment’ came to be recognised as the concept it is, arguably, people at the 

time did not have the requisite conceptual tools to condemn such behaviour or to bring 

out its reprehensible character. Slowly women had to come together to condemn sexual 

misconduct against them. This type of behaviour was relatively due to the vulnerable 

position of women in society and the prevalence of patriarchal norms that constitute a 

web with the type of sexual misconduct known as sexual harassment. Through their 

repetition, these implicit ordinary norms that guide our daily doings and dealings took on 

a different character in time; it became hard to turn a blind eye to the moral questionability 

of this type of behaviour which prompted all the efforts to actively condemn it through 

protests, codification of laws, talk etc. This is an instance of conceptual change that 

explicitly turns on the intervention of subjects. But there is a sense in which the concept 

of sexual harassment is interrelated with other norms embedded in our ordinary implicit 

socio-linguistic practices. For instance, in most cultures, it was common practice to 

silence women and denigrate them; women were indeed praised for being passive and 

deferential. Through repetition, these values have already started to break down and shift. 

 
1 I will come back to this example in Chapter Five when I discuss how the ‘iterability’ of the sign breeds 
alterity, for Derrida. 
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This allowed people to take more active measures in bringing out the morally 

reprehensible character of this type of behaviour.  

Another example that comes to mind is the reappropriation of the term ‘queer’ by 

the LGBTQ+ community. The term ‘queer’ was introduced in order to stave off the 

marginalisation of people who did not fit the broad category of heteronormativity; 

interestingly, this same term is also employed to challenge the ascription of strict identities 

of which early lesbian and gay liberation movements were guilty. These early movements 

attempted to articulate the ‘essential’ gay or lesbian experiences that people who identify 

as gay or lesbian shared. The term ‘queer’ as it has been reconceptualised meant 

whatever is at odds with the ‘norm’, the ‘standard’. The idea is to cast doubt on the notion 

of strict sexual identity even within gay and lesbian communities; the thought is that there 

is no one self-understanding characteristic of a social group. This counts as higher-order 

thinking or reflection on everyday ordinary practices that reshape them significantly. 

Notice how even these reconceptualisations and reflections can slowly become second-

nature once they gain wider acceptance and when their presence in a particular social 

group is cemented. In this case, the acceptance that there is such a thing as lesbian or 

gay experience slowly became second-nature and more people identified as gay and 

lesbian, but through repetition, some of these early values shifted calling for further 

reflection on whether social identities even if they represent a marginalised social group 

are rigid. This is what the term ‘queer’ is supposed to capture. 

It is crucial to appreciate that both types of examples are conceptual or normative 

changes. This thesis attempts to show that change is not the mere result of autonomous 

exercise on the part of subjects who introduce adequate changes in order to further 
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determine concepts. Of course, subjects have a role to play in how concepts shift 

throughout history. But absent further clarifications, this lends itself to a naïve theory of 

conceptual change. I argue that prior slippage in a particular linguistic normative 

configuration due to the contextual nature of meaning prompt subjects to actively 

introduce new concepts and actively influence the status quo. This invokes a distinction 

between two strata of discourse; one in which the subject engages unreflectively yet 

understandingly and another in which the subject uses higher-order thinking to reflect on 

this more basic level of language. Of course, this is not a rigid distinction in discourse, 

sometimes expert opinion becomes second-nature and unreflective. So, the two strata 

feed into each other. This distinction will be invaluable for articulating the relationship 

between semantic drift and active authoring of conceptual change.  

This work can be seen as reversing classical semantics’ approaches to meaning 

whose aim is to systematically pair linguistic expressions in a natural language with the 

contributions that they make to the sentences in which they figure. Semantic theorists are 

motivated by the aspiration to systematise meanings, our understanding of sentences 

and knowledge. To hold that no systematic account of this sort can be reached, however, 

is not to cast doubt on the notion of meaning altogether. This is why, this work assesses 

meaning from the broad perspective of meaning-as-use-accounts. The latter is in some 

sense consistent with the theme of scepticism about meaning in Anglo-American 

philosophy that stipulates that there no facts about meaning. But this same meaning-as-

use approach also goes beyond the theme of scepticism in that it still thinks it possible to 

theorise about meaning. In this way, to be sceptical of the possibility that there are facts 

about meaning is not to abandon the project of explicating meaning, that things are 
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meaningful in general. Concepts or meanings, according to the broad-framework of rule-

following, are embedded in a language understood as living social activity. One might 

wonder at this stage what does the use of terms have to do with rule-following? First, the 

meaning of a term or a linguistic expression is roughly the way it is used in the language; 

the latter turns on proprieties or rules that need not be made explicit or stated as in a 

manual. Rather, to know how to use a term is to exhibit a kind of know-how to be 

contrasted with propositional knowledge (know-that). Language is rule-governed in the 

sense that to be able to speak it, one needs to know how to navigate its rules without 

necessarily knowing them (knowledge that). The appeal to ‘linguistic practice’ comes from 

Wilfrid Sellars and Robert Brandom. Its aim is to shake off the common sense 

understanding of language as a mere instrument that represents reality. Before Sellars 

and Brandom, Wittgenstein draws an analogy in Philosophical Investigations between 

playing a game and speaking a language in order to bring out the rule-governed character 

of languages (PI: 65). Sellars and Brandom fully embrace this Wittgensteinian heritage 

but with variations that bear significantly on conceptual change. Note that Sellars and 

Brandom do not share Wittgenstein’s quietist bent; I tend to agree with Brandom and 

Sellars on the point that one can still do philosophy defined as an attempt to see “how 

things, in the broadest possible sense of the term, hang together, in the broadest possible 

sense of the term”, as Sellars puts it (PSIM: §1).   

It bears emphasis that meaning as it will be discussed in this thesis is not the result 

of causal relations between linguistic items and extra-linguistic ones. Of course, this is 

not to deny that such causal relations obtain, that linguistic exchanges happen in a world, 

can and do reflect specific states of affairs given certain circumstances. Rather, our 
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encounter with the world, indeed that there is a world, presupposes linguistic capacities. 

We would not have access to the world, were it not for these conceptual tools afforded 

by language. Again, this is not to be mistaken for linguistic idealism; the suggestion is not 

that all there is is language. We encounter the world linguistically in the sense that 

language structures reality.2 This is consistent with the ‘linguistic turn’ in 20th century 

Anglo-American philosophy where the key to understanding meaning is to have the right 

understanding of our linguistic capacities.  

It seems inevitable that meanings change throughout history and any adequate 

theory of meaning must be able to account for these changes. Yet there is little attention 

given to conceptual change in the literature. A quick glimpse at guidebooks to philosophy 

of language shows the stark absence of discussions related to conceptual change within 

different theories of meaning. This is not very surprising if the operative assumption in 

classical semantics is that meanings are stable. The focus is on how the propositional 

content of a sentence relates to reference and truth condition. The best place to look for 

conceptual change upstream from this tradition is perhaps Quine’s ‘Two Dogmas of 

 
2 This can be called linguistic transcendentalism as opposed to linguistic idealism. The insight comes from 

Kant, though it is by no means identical to Kant’s transcendentalism. As the transcendental subject pre-
consciously orders nature on Kant’s view, so language understood as a living social and historical activity 
structures the world. The two differ in what they take the conditions for the possibility of the world to be and 
the respective views of the world that these conditions give rise to. What Kant is after are the conditions for 
the possibility of the objective world studied by science. He takes the transcendental unity of apperception 
to be the guarantor of objectivity. That is, objectivity can be traced back to the transcendental unity of 
apperception and all the categories that it comprises. (CPR: B §16-27). Be that as it may, that language is 
the condition for the possibility of the world entails a much broader and versatile notion of the world. 
Language itself is a living social and historical activity, therefore what it brings into the world will also be 
very much in tune with its lively character. This then prompts the question whether the term ‘order’ is 
appropriate given the versatile nature of language. If ordering means contributing an immutable structure 
then it seems the term ‘ordering’ is not appropriate for this project’s task. This is simply a preliminary remark. 
It foreshadows aspects of the view defended in this work. 
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Empiricism’. Quine is famous for his attack on the analytic-synthetic distinction in 

philosophy of language. Analytic statements are those statements whose factuality is 

empty whereas synthetic statements are precisely not factually empty. Quine thinks that 

this distinction operates on the false assumption that each statement taken in isolation 

can be confirmed or disconfirmed. Statements’ must be verified in relation to each other 

within a structural whole. This is his holism that will later influence Sellars and Brandom. 

Quine’s revisability thesis is articulated in light of his holism; he argues that in the face of 

‘recalcitrant’ experience any theory is revisable. There are no claims in a theory that are 

invulnerable to revision (“Two Dogmas of Empiricism”, 42-43).  While this would be a 

good place to explore the subject of conceptual change, it is hardly illuminating if what is 

sought out is the theme of ‘ordinary’ non-scientific conceptual change. The root of this 

absence seems to be the aspiration to ground meaning on a static structure of some sort, 

overlooking its blatant historical character.  

That said, the neo-pragmatist approach to meaning, initiated by Wittgenstein and 

later taken up by Sellars and Brandom affords the requisite tools to do justice to radical 

conceptual change. To explicate meaning in terms of use is to emphasise the contextual 

character of meaning; this will open up the possibility of change as inherent in language. 

On the continental side, historicity, broadly construed, presents human thinking as 

contextually historical. For continental thinkers such as Hegel, Nietzsche and Heidegger, 

not only can we describe human nature in terms of socio-historical situatedness but the 

different values that we come to hold are also socio-historical. In this vein, Sellars’ and 

Brandom’s avowed Hegelianism plays a crucial role in connecting the neo-pragmatist 

approach in philosophy of language to Derridian insights on meaning and historicity. This 
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thesis combines the insight about historicity from continental philosophy with the neo-

pragmatist approach to meaning in order to reflect on phenomena in conceptual change. 

On the one hand, that pragmatics (use) determines semantics (meaning) helps to bring 

out meaning’s contextuality. It is precisely by virtue of this contextuality that changes in 

meaning occur. That is, if meaning were not contextual, it would be hard to explain how 

concepts evolve in time. On the other hand, meanings are not only determined in practice 

but they have a history. Meanings are inherited and passed on.  

This thesis can be seen as taking part in the modern-postmodern debate in 

philosophy in two ways. ‘Postmodernism’ in philosophy can be defined in terms of 

disillusionment with ‘modern’ ideals such as historical progress, identity, unitary subject, 

univocal meaning etc. One central question this thesis asks that is crucial to take up the 

question of conceptual change is the extent to which the subject is authoritative in 

linguistic practices. While I hold that the subject is socio-historically constituted, this does 

not amount to the claim that the subject does not have the capacity to own up to her 

possibilities and actively institute concepts. Hence to be disillusioned with traditional 

conceptions of autonomy does not entail the absence of choice from the narrative of 

conceptual change that this thesis is constructing. This is what warrants the transition 

from Brandom to Derrida in the thesis.  

Moreover, postmodernism recognises the heterogeneity of language understood 

as living social activity and therefore rejects the privileging of one stratum of discourse 

over others. There is a sense in which Sellars’ rejection of what he calls ‘the myth of the 

given’ is consistent with the postmodern idea of heterogeneity of language. This is so by 

appreciating that the linguistic order is irreducible to a language-world causal interaction. 
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Such rejection has the potential to allow for the heterogeneity of language and meaning 

to flourish; nevertheless, Sellars’ ambition to eventually reconcile the causal order with 

the conceptual order and his scientific realism renders his works ‘modern’ for the most 

part. Brandom straddles the modern-postmodern division by flirting with the idea of 

constituted subjectivity while maintaining that linguistic practices rest on the autonomous 

exercise of subjects. As for Derrida, deconstruction has come to be known as the hallmark 

of postmodernism. The latter is roughly the claim that any system of concepts is likely to 

break down or deconstructs itself, thus contesting the supreme value of something that 

is purely and simply ‘there’. This thesis gathers materials from the works of the three 

philosophers and arrives at the conclusion that what it means for our concepts to radically 

change in time is for them to drift through recontextualisations, yielding new meanings 

and different conceptual landscapes. Nevertheless, such conceptual drifting prompts 

subjects to steer the course of their linguistic practice by reclaiming certain concepts and 

cementing new conceptual realities. I do not think that this conclusion is postmodernist in 

the sense explained above; for one, it does not lose sight of the conceptual rigour that 

our linguistic practices enjoy and the potential for conceptual discoveries of all sorts. 

Neither does it abandon the category of the ‘personal’ by acknowledging the limits and 

limitation of subjectivity.  

One final remark is in order, before I move on to Chapter One. Historical changes 

in meaning are not to be mistaken for historical flux. There is a sense in which concepts 

remain uniform for a while before any changes are detected. In his later work, Martin 

Heidegger speaks of the epochal understanding of Being and attributes to each epoch a 

horizon of thinking through which beings become intelligible. This horizon of thinking 
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which he terms the ‘clearing’ gives beings their determination. The clearing is a way of 

thinking that is deemed appropriate relative to a certain epoch. It is called epochal 

understanding because the way Being gives beings their determination in the clearing 

changes throughout history in such a way that each epoch is characterised by its own 

horizon of thinking (BW: 159). That said, the claim here is not that every single term 

changes over time; nor is it that all changes in meaning break with the ‘initial’ context of 

application. Some terms undergo minor changes, others shift dramatically, yet others still 

fall completely out of use. In short, there is no systematic way to talk about change. For 

the later Heidegger, the understanding of Being is uniform in every epoch. Similarly, in 

Derrida, just because determined meanings are provisional and incomplete, it does not 

follow that they are in constant flux. Although given Derrida’s description of iterability 

changes in meaning have already started, these changes are slow and progressive. 

Meaning, in Derrida’s view, involves incessant contextualisation such that every new 

context brings with it the possibility of change. But change often happens slowly, 

progressively, and in a ‘ship-of-Theseus way’, as Lee Braver puts the point (Braver 2007, 

458). 

  Chapter One explores the Sellarsian framework according to which meaning is 

assessed from the perspective of rule-following. Starting with rules is a way to circumvent 

the lure of givenness as Sellars conceives it. This will frame the thesis around an anti-

representationalist axis. I start with the Sellarsian framework because he has a full-

fledged account of what it means to follow norms. Toward the end of Chapter One, I argue 

that Sellars’ general philosophical ambition to reconcile the causal order with what he 

terms ‘the space of reasons’ prevents him from giving an adequate picture of conceptual 



  15 

change. Sellars’ reconciliation of the two orders is discernible in his conception of rule-

following as consisting of both pattern-governed and rule-obeying behaviour. In particular, 

what prevents the sort of radical change this project is after in Sellars’ model of meaning 

is the notion of pattern-governed behaviour. The appeal to the notion of pattern leaves 

little room for reflections on conceptual change as a pattern is by definition a behavioural 

trait that has been repeated given certain circumstances. Since Sellars’ conception of 

pattern-governed behaviour explains the unreflective, sort of second-nature aspect of 

linguistic practices, the possibility of change is prevented at the unreflective level in 

Sellars’ account of meaning. So, given Sellars’ conception of pattern-governed behaviour, 

he is compelled to account for change at the level of conscious rule-obeying. In the 

second type of rule-governed behaviour one does what one does because one is aware 

of the rules. Hence given this form of rule-governed behaviour, changes in meaning would 

result from explicit, conscious and deliberate authoring of these changes. The paradigm 

for this is scientific theory change where scientific concepts are explicitly retheorised. 

Chapter One purports to show that this is a narrow picture of how historical conceptual 

transformations transpire. Conceptual change consists in historical shifts in our ways of 

thinking; while these shifts often go unnoticed, they seem to outstrip the subject. 

Conscious authoring of changes is only one mode of changes in meaning.  
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Chapter One:  Sellars’ Normative Functionalism and Conceptual Change 

This chapter explores Wilfrid Sellars’ account of meaning, the central commitment 

of which is that the world is meaningful by virtue of rule-governed linguistic activity. The 

ultimate concern of this chapter is to demonstrate that the order of signification or meaning 

is autonomous insofar as it operates in terms of rules that are irreducible to causes.  The 

rejection of what Sellars calls the myth of the given entails that meaning cannot be 

explained in terms of causal connection with the world, but rather points us in the direction 

of rules. In this connection, Sellars steers clear of two opposite views of rules in working 

out his account of normativity: rule-following as explicit intending of rules, on the one 

hand, and rule-following as mere conformity to rules, on the other. Whereas the former 

leads to an infinite regress, the latter cannot account for the difference between accidental 

and necessary correctness. Sellars’ middle-way proposal is pattern-governed linguistic 

activity where one does what one does because of the wider principles managed by 

mature agents in a linguistic community. Toward the end, I raise some preliminary 

concerns regarding the limitation that Sellars’ view sets on the possibility of radical 

conceptual change. To anticipate, the worry has to do with whether such an account of 

rule-following does complete justice to how conceptual change comes about. In particular, 

I examine how his view of normativity bears on historical conceptual change and argue 

that it leads to a naïve picture of conceptual change as conscious authoring of change. 

1. The rejection of givenness 

 This section shows that ‘meaning’ is not the direct result of complex causal 

relations with the world. Although for Sellars meaning involves various causal processes, 
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the conclusion we can draw from rejecting the myth of the given is that meaning is a 

linguistic affair.3. This means that the order of signification is independent insofar as it is 

irreducible to the causal order, or as Sellars puts it, such activity is ‘free’ but not ‘un-

caused’ (LRB: 122). In the remainder of this section, I discuss the notion of givenness as 

understood by Sellars and what it means to fall prey to it. Since for Sellars, meaning is on 

a par with knowledge, the given is discussed in relation to knowledge. The reader must 

bear in mind that the rejection of the myth of the given is at the heart of Sellars’ theory of 

meaning, all the same.  

 The myth of the given generally is the claim that there exists a foundation out of 

which all knowledge can be justified or constructed. The foundation would then be, to 

borrow Willem deVries’ turn of phrase, ‘epistemically’ basic and ‘epistemically efficacious’ 

(deVries, 2005: 99). Put differently, the myth is that any system of knowledge 

presupposes a form of direct, immediate encounter with the object in the widest sense of 

the term. “Many things have been said to be “given”: sense contents, material objects, 

universals, propositions, real connections, first principles, even givenness itself” (EPM I 

§1). The immediacy with which the object is encountered yields a kind of non-inferential 

knowledge. Sellars does not object to the possibility of non-inferential knowledge, which 

perception supplies (i.e., direct knowledge of physical objects, etc.). What he does object 

to is that such knowledge reports are self-standing epistemic achievements. Thus, non-

 
3 To be sure, for Sellars, meaning is presumably an affair of both thought and language, and one that involves both 

norms and various causal processes. For the sake of simplicity and because the object of my thesis is conceptual 

change insofar as it is traced in different linguistic structures, this chapter will not examine how meaning and thought 

independent of language in Sellars are interconnected. To learn more about his account of what thoughts are see EPM 

XII-XVIV.  
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inferential knowledge does not necessarily amount to mythical knowledge (EPM VIII § 

39). I will come back to this point toward the end of this section.   

 Although Sellars’s argument focuses on one form of givenness, namely ‘sense 

data’, his argument undermines what he calls the entire framework of givenness4 : “If, 

however, I begin my argument with an attack on sense datum theories, it is only as a first 

step in a general critique in the entire framework of givenness” (EPM I §1). Strikingly, one 

of the consequences of falling prey to the myth of the epistemic given is a commitment to 

the categorial given. The former concerns direct perceptual knowledge that an object is 

of a certain character. The latter has to do with direct awareness of any sort, be it 

intellectual or sensorial. James O’Shea discerns the two forms of the given in Sellars’ 

work, arguing that the more familiar myth of the epistemic given is based for Sellars on a 

more fundamental myth of the categorial given (O’Shea 2007, 348, footnote 4). This will 

also become clear toward the end of this section.  

 Sense datum theory is the claim that perception of physical objects is indirect (i.e., 

constructed). That is, perception is viewed not as directly related to physical objects, but 

rather as mediated by ‘sense data’ (EPM I §2). But if perception is mediated for sense 

datum theorists what form of the given is Sellars attacking? Clearly, both Sellars and 

sense datum theorists concur that we do not have immediate access to objects of 

perception. However, sense datum theorists take sense-data to be immediate to the 

 
4 Because Sellars’ attack on the myth of the given can be generalised to any form of givenness, it bears a resemblance 

to Derrida’s deconstruction of the ‘metaphysics of presence’. To anticipate, Derrida defines ‘presence’ as a unity that 

is purely and simply there. The metaphysics of presence would be the validation of presence. What Derrida purports 

to show is that language makes ‘presence’ possible. Although Sellars frames his discussion of the given in terms of 

knowledge, the similarity of their treatment of the given or presence is stark. This will be the business of Chapter 

Four. 
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perceiver and hence given. In a way, sense datum theorists are committed to there being 

something immediate but are aware that that cannot be an actual object in the world. 

Hence, ‘sense-data’ are posited to account for non-veridical perception such as 

hallucinations and illusions, for example; the thought is that in hallucinatory perceptions 

it seems to the subject as though there is an object out there that has specific 

characteristics, and while the object is not real, the experience of the object is. What 

sense datum theorists put their finger on is that the experience of the object is real and 

needs to be explained. One key role of sense datum is thus to explain perceptual 

experience in non-veridical circumstances.  

 The first ambiguity Sellars identifies in sense-datum theories is whether sensing is 

of particulars or of facts: 

The sense-datum theorist, it would seem, must choose between saying: 

(a) It is particulars which are sensed. Sensing is not knowing. The existence of 
sense-data does not logically imply the existence of knowledge. 

or 

(b) Sensing is a form of knowing. It is facts rather than particulars which are 
sensed. (EPM I §3) 

If the sense datum theorists choose the former then it would be hard to prove that some 

kind of non-inferential knowledge lies at the foundation of any system of facts; for the 

existence of particulars does not logically entail that of knowledge. To elucidate, 

knowledge, for Sellars, is paradigmatically propositional and requires learning, for 

example, the knowledge that an item is of a certain character, i.e., that something is thus 

and so: “for what is known, even in non-inferential knowledge, is facts rather than 

particulars, items of the form something’s being thus-and-so or something’s standing in a 
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certain relation to something else” (EPM I § 3). If alternatively sense datum theorists hold 

that sensing is of facts, then they allow for a direct apprehension of facts. However, 

Sellars argues that facts are not the kinds of thing that are intuitable; rather, their 

apprehension is a conceptual achievement that is made possible, Sellars contends, only 

against the background of a linguistic community. It is first and foremost an acquired 

battery of concepts that makes any perceptual noticing in the environment possible. (EPM 

I § 7)    

More to the point, Sellars identifies a tension inherent in sense-datum theories 

which can be recapitulated by the following inconsistent triad:  

A- X senses red sense-content s entails that X knows non-inferentially that s is 
red. 
B- The ability to sense red sense-content is unacquired. 
C- The ability to know facts of the form x is Φ is acquired.  

A and B entail not-C, B and C entail not-A, A and C entail not-B (EPM I § 7) 

Sense datum theorists find themselves inadvertently committed to an inconsistent set of 

claims. Sellars puts pressure on sense datum theorists by arguing that knowledge is of 

facts and these are presented in the form of a statement ‘that something is thus and so’ 

or ‘that x is Φ’. More to the point, the sense datum theorist is challenged with the following 

dilemma: either propositional knowledge, whatever its content may be, is acquired or it is 

unacquired. If the former then knowledge that ‘something is thus and so’ cannot be a 

sensory capacity since the assumption is that a sensory capacity is given and hence 

unacquired. In other words, that a sensory capacity such as feeling pain or having a 

sensation of red is given (unacquired) is a premise in sense datum theories. If, conversely, 

knowledge that ‘something is thus and so’ is unacquired then the world must have 

propositional form that directly makes itself evident to the mind. The consequence of 
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presuming that propositional knowledge is unacquired (the second horn of the dilemma) 

is the endorsement of an isomorphism between the structure of the world and the 

structure of the mind. This isomorphism amounts to a pre-established harmony of the 

conceptual order with the natural order that is left unaccounted for. The latter is what 

O’Shea calls the myth of the categorial given. For Sellars, the myth of the categorial given 

is equally problematic, for nothing is discoverable about the world without acquired 

conceptual capacities. The world does not impart its categorial structure on the mind and 

makes itself known. “[The myth of the categorial given:] If a person is directly aware of an 

item which has categorial status C, then the person is aware of it as having categorial 

status C. (FMPP I.44)” (O’Shea 2007, 333).  

To summarise, the first premise in the triad turns out to be wrong; Sellars concurs 

with sense datum theorists that we can know things about the world without making 

inferences but this ability is itself mediated by complex conceptual and hence inferential 

machinery. Underlying the myth of the given is a conflation of epistemic talk with causal 

talk; whereas the latter concerns strictly physical-causal processes, the former involves 

intentionality or meaning. In other words, sense datum theorists confuse questions that 

belong to matters of justification or reasons with questions concerning the causal aspect 

of the relevant experience. Sellars’ whole project is to distinguish between the two by 

recognising that the conceptual order operates on its own terms, so to speak. But notice 

that the conceptual order is not free-floating and is therefore causally tied to the world; 

Sellars seeks to integrate the conceptual-intentional into the causal-naturalistic order. 

This will become clear as we move forward. The key distinction highlighted above, 

however, is evident in the following passage: 
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Another source of the naive realism—I use the term in its broad sense— which is 
characteristic of the standard empiricist picture of the relation of thought to 
experience is the confusion of the sense in which an “immediate experience” or 
“sensation” or “impression” of red is “of red”—a non-epistemic sense which is a 
matter of designating these items by their standard physical counterparts—with the 
sense in which a thought of red is “of red”—an epistemic sense involving the about-
ness which is clarified by assimilation to the designates or means of semantical 
discourse. (SRLG: 313, emphasis added)  

While Sellars is by no means denying that we have sensations, the claim is that to think 

that our perceptual observations are meaningful solely by virtue of their (necessary, but 

not sufficient) physical causal component is to fall prey to the myth of the given. To go 

back to Sellars’ example, the meaning of the expression ‘the apple is red’ requires more 

than the appropriate causal connection to the object it picks out. To think otherwise would 

be to confuse the epistemic sense of ‘red’ (involving aboutness) with the non-epistemic 

sense (a sense impression or sensation of red). The thought is that one cannot even 

begin to notice any object in the environment as the very object it is without a prior 

acquisition of a conceptual network. That is, an awareness ‘as’ presupposes the gradual 

acquisition of a whole conceptual machinery. The conclusion one should draw from this 

discussion is not that observation is non-inferential, but rather that to go so far as to assert 

that observation is presupposition-less is to land in incoherence. Observation is caught 

up in an inferential network, so that, for example, to see a tree ‘as’ a tree is already to 

classify it. The meaning of observation statements is not itself a causal affair, though it 

does imply and entail an appropriate causal relation to the perceived object. That is, it 

does not come directly from objects in the world. Sellars is in a way making a Kantian 

move when explaining sense impressions. Just as for Kant the understanding unifies our 

sensations into objects by means of its categories, so too the condition for encountering 

meaningful objects in the world is that they be first and foremost caught up in a symbolic 
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system. There is no such thing as sensory awareness of a thing as a thing5 (EPM II §19; 

CPR: B129-B140)  

2. Paradox 

 Sellars takes a linguistic practice as a whole, as a system of embodied and implicit 

social norms of use, to be the minimum unit in terms of which conceptual activity can be 

understood (LTC: 62). Meaning is a linguistic affair, and there is a distinction between 

things, linguistic or otherwise, considered as possessing meaning and simply 

spatiotemporal-causal items belonging to the natural order. The order of signification is 

autonomous insofar as meaning as such cannot be determined by a relationship with the 

world—nevertheless, Sellars believes that some non-epistemic relation attains between 

language and the world. In any event, meaning is not external to the practice of speaking 

a language; that is, unlike many standard formal-semantic views, meaning is not 

conferred on linguistic items by how the latter are related to non-linguistic realities, 

whether abstract entities or concrete things.  

 Surely to say that meaning is a linguistic affair is hardly informative, but Sellars is 

not making the trivial claim that to understand the world one must learn how to speak a 

language. Rather, something about language as a practice elucidates how things around 

us gradually become meaningful. This meaningfulness arises from norms or implicit rules 

 
5 Sellars recognises that this issue is complex and that there is a sense in which our conceptualised perceptual 

knowledge is built upon a basis of more basic, non-linguistic and evolved “animal representational systems,” which 

he argues in “Mental Events” (1981) do give human beings and other animals a “proto-conceptual” awareness of 

objects ‘as’ being of various sorts, etc.   
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that govern a language. This characterisation however needs to be further clarified if we 

are to avoid an apparent paradox that Sellars sees here:  

It seems plausible to say that a language is a system of expressions, the use of 
which is subject to certain rules. It would seem, thus, that learning to use a language 
is learning to obey the rules for the use of its expressions. However, taken as it 
stands, this thesis is subject to an obvious and devastating refutation. (SRLG: 300) 

The threatening paradox becomes apparent once one asks what exactly is understood 

by rule-following. Does it come down to explicitly obeying rules? Sellars explains the 

threatening regress as follows.  If we want to cash out linguistic activity in terms of obeying 

a system of rules should we not consider the claim that a rule is itself an expression in 

the language? In other words, learning a language is learning how to use different 

expressions of the language. But the problem becomes apparent once one realises that 

the rule itself is a sentence in the language one is learning to speak. Thus, learning 

language L presupposes a mastery of the meta-language ML that specifies the rules of 

the object language L. ML is itself a language that requires its own set of rules and 

therefore a meta-meta-language MML that specifies the rules of ML, and so on. The 

paradox turns on the assumption that rules of usage operate at a higher-order level in the 

language we speak, and that the language learner has to know these rules in order to 

use the language in accordance with them. These rules are themselves linguistic 

expressions, therefore to master them we need to master a different set of rules and so 

on. We have on the one hand the ordinary language that we speak and on the other the 

meta-language ML that is a system of rules needed to speak language L (SRLG §2). 

  Sellars takes a first step towards resolving the apparent paradox by appealing to 

the distinction between obeying rules and conforming to them, both of which will prove 
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insufficient. But the distinction will eventually point the way to a resolution. The first 

incomplete step goes as follows: 

Now, at first sight there is a simple and straightforward way of preserving the 
essential claim of the thesis while freeing it from the refutation. It consists in 
substituting the phrase ‘learning to conform to the rules ...’ for ‘learning to obey the 
rules ...’ where ‘conforming to a rule enjoining the doing of A in circumstances C’ is 
to be equated simply with ‘doing A when the circumstances are C’—regardless of 
how one comes to do it. (SRLG § 3) 

The upshot of distinguishing between mere conformity and rule-obeying behaviour is that 

conformity to a rule comes down to nothing more than doing A in circumstances C; one 

merely does what would have been done by an agent who knows the rules and acts on 

their basis. That is, in the case of mere conformity to a rule, the person could do A in C 

without having a language that refers to either A or C. The plausibility of this attempt to 

resolve the paradox comes from the observation that to play any game, its rules need not 

be explicit; for the most part, these rules remain in the background, as it were. In other 

words, playing any game does not logically entail expressing its rules. In the case of 

playing a language-game in particular, one merely utters a given expression when the 

circumstances are right without prior knowledge of any rules. Nevertheless, it is possible 

to play self-consciously, that is by calling by evoking rules, in which case we would be 

obeying rules rather than behaving in conformity to them. (SRLG §9-10) 

Sellars goes on to examine whether this initial proposal puts a plausible stop to the 

above-mentioned regress, namely that the learning of an expression in language L 

requires the learning of its rules in a meta-language ML. It is not clear how substituting 

mere conformity for rule-obeying would salvage the situation; for there is a difference 

between mere unknowing conformity to a rule which could be entirely accidental, and the 
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sort of normally unreflective but competent and habitual use of language that 

characterises ‘knowing the language’ even without explicit knowledge of rules. Thus, 

while mere conformity to a rule is an insightful suggestion, it is insufficient to account for 

the sort of competences that are evident in language learning (SRLG § 12). 

 Sellars indicates how the pendulum often again shifts too far the other way, and 

philosophers often appeal to a metaphysical insight in order to shed some light on how 

the regress can be dealt with. A metaphysician might resort to reifying rules, thus making 

any verbal expression of them non-essential and contingent. Put differently, because 

rules are conceived of by a metaphysician as, say, an innate structure in the mind, any 

verbal formulation of them would turn out to be derivative and thus non-essential:  

Whether as Platonist he gives rules an “objective” status, or as Conceptualist he 
[metaphysician] makes their esse dependent on concipi, he argues that they are 
entities of which the mind can take account before it is able to give them a verbal 
clothing.(SRLG §7) 

Hence, the reification of rules would put a stop to the regress, but the question is at what 

cost and with what coherence?  

  While Sellars sees some insight in the claim that rules need not be verbally 

expressed, he remains dissatisfied with the resulting implicit distinction between a 

structure of direct awareness of rules on the one hand and the carrying-out of the 

corresponding normative demand on the other. He believes it a mistake to separate 

awareness of a set of demands or norms from the ‘moves’ (behaviours or actions) that 

count as carrying out the demand:  

Where he the metaphysician went astray was in holding that while doing what one 
does because of the moves need not involve using language about the moves it 
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does involve being aware of the moves demanded and permitted by the game, for 
it was this which led to the regress. (SPR: 302) 

Having rejected both the ‘mere conformity to rules’ and the ‘metaphysical grasp of 

rules’ proposals, yet gaining insights from them, Sellars now comes to his middle-way 

proposal in terms of pattern-governed linguistic behaviour. According to this conception, 

one does what one does in the game because of the system of moves permitted by the 

game, but not at first by one’s having yet acquired the capacity to envision or represent 

those rules oneself. What justifies any move in a language-game is precisely its place in 

the game taken as a whole (SRLG § 11-12).  

 Sellars illustrate his point about what it means to behave because of the system of 

‘moves’ by means of an analogy with biological systems: adaptive steps or functioning in 

biological systems happen in order to fit in a pattern and are thus unintended. For 

example, bee behaviour can be analysed into different steps that happen in order to fit 

into an adaptive whole. Sellars notes that while of course the moves that constitute ‘bee 

dancing’ are not intended, nevertheless every individual move normally occurs because 

it is part of a pattern. The analogy is this: the individual bee’s ‘correct’ or adaptive move 

in the dance-whole is made ‘because of the wider pattern’, but without the individual bee’s 

intending or envisioning that pattern, in that the evolution of the species explains why the 

individual bee-moves occur because of that adaptive pattern. In the case of language 

learning, something analogous takes place, with the wider pattern of implicit social norms 

involved in language learning and training taking the place of the wider pattern of natural 

selection in biology. This sets Sellars his task:  

I shall have achieved my present purpose if I have made plausible the idea that an 
organism might come to play a language game—that is, to move from position to 
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position in a system of moves and positions, and to do it “because of the system” 
without having to obey rules, and hence without having to be playing a 
metalanguage game (and a meta-metalanguage game, and so on). (SRLG § 18) 

Individual language learners gradually come to make the ‘right moves’ in the language 

game, not because they individually intend or envision the rules themselves at first, but 

because of the wider context of norms that language ‘trainers’ or teachers ensure are 

obeyed as they ought to be, by doing what ought to be done to ensure this result. Hence, 

the bees and the language learners make the right moves because of the system of rules, 

but not by at first individually intending those rules themselves.   

In sum, Sellars’ main insight is that unintended moves, what he calls pattern-

governed behaviour, are not accidental; for it is the wider system of rules that brought 

about the specific move: in the case of animals, it is through natural selection whereas in 

the case of human beings, it happens through language training. 

This is as much as to say that unless the agent conceives of the system, the 
conformity of his behaviour to the system must be “accidental”. Of course, in one 
sense of the term it would be accidental, for on one usage ‘accidental’ means 
unintended. But in another sense ‘accidental’ is the opposite of ‘necessary’, and 
there can surely be an unintended relation of an act to a system of acts, which is 
nevertheless a necessary relation—a relation of such a kind that it is appropriate to 
say that the act occurred because of the place of that kind of act in the system 
(SRLG § 12)  

As we have seen, mere factual conformity is not enough for satisfactorily resolving 

the paradox raised above. It falls short of accounting for either language learning or 

meaning; correct conformity to a rule does not yield meaning, for one can still conform to 

the rule correctly without understanding the move one has made. To say that rule-

following is factual is to disregard an essential feature of the notion of rule namely, 

propriety. In the case of language this presupposes a capacity to recognise what is 
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binding. Hence the need to appeal to a community, the role of the norms it affords and 

intersubjective espousal of norms. Sellars’ ultimate solution is to suggest that trainees 

conform to linguistic ‘ought-to-be’ rules because these are principles regularly or normally 

followed in the community. In other words, because trainers obey norms it is possible for 

trainees’ behaviour to exhibit a pattern in conformity with linguistic norms, without being 

able to formulate those rules themselves from the start. Hence the ‘learning rules’ regress 

is broken. This is to anticipate some of the discussion in section 4 of this chapter. 

3. Meaning as functional classification 

 This section expounds Sellars’ theory of meaning as functional classification.  The 

latter is a view of language as living social activity. Sellars develops what he terms the 

Verbal Behaviourist model in order to explain meaning without reference to non-verbal 

inner-episodes, often seen as obscure or unexplained explainer. Sellars does not rest 

with this framework; for he ultimately thinks that this ‘coarse-grained’ model will be 

replaced by a ‘finer-grained model’ that is able to account for inner-thought episodes 

(MFC 83). Nevertheless, this chapter will not be concerned with his fully-developed 

account of inner-thought episodes.  

  On the Verbal Behaviourist model, to think that something is thus and so comes 

down to saying that something is thus and so or having the propensity to say that 

something is thus and so. That is, to have a thought occur to one that-p is equivalent to 

saying that-p or having the disposition to say that-p. With regard to the latter, the sense 

of its being a disposition is that it is always possible to suppress the propensity to think-

out-loud that p; the VB model allows for propensities not to be actualised. In any ordinary 
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framework, sayings-out-loud are deliberate but in the case of the Verbal Behaviourist 

model these will only be spontaneous; in the model, any thinking is a thinking-out-loud 

and is therefore verbally expressed (except for when a propensity to say something out 

loud is suppressed) (MFC: 83-84).  

 The advantage of this model is that it indicates how to account for meaning or 

thought by appealing strictly to language as living social activity. It is in that sense that 

the model is autonomous in its capacity to account for meaning without reference to extra-

linguistic items. One thing Sellars is trying to avoid with this model is a ‘Cartesian’ view of 

mind and language (whether materialist or immaterialist). He argues: if our ‘use’ of 

language is itself fundamentally an ‘intentional use’, i.e., a linguistic action, as he puts it, 

then we would have to posit the meaningfulness of ‘thoughts’ first, as the source of the 

meanings involved in those linguistic actions. That is, we would need to be able to 

understand thought independently of language. The key point is that if all uses of 

language (linguistic behaviours) and all conceptual thinkings were intended, then the 

‘primitive intentionality of thought’ would have to be posited to explain meaning in the first 

place, resulting in either mysterious or cartesian theories of mind that Sellars seeks to 

avoid. Thinking, rather, must be a dynamic way of responding to and acting upon a 

speaker’s environment. I return to this matter in greater detail below. For Sellars we have 

to be able to understand ‘language as conceptual activity’, language as living practice 

and from this model go on to infer an account of what ‘inner thinking’ is.  

If all full-fledged linguistic episodes were actions, then learning a language would 
be learning a repertoire of actions. This way of looking at language gives comfort to 
Cartesians in the following way. Obviously not all thoughts are actions. Indeed, such 
central kinds of thought as perceptual takings, inferences, and volitions are not 
actions for the simple reason that they are not the sort of thing which can be done 
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intentionally or that one can decide to do. One can decide to look in the next room, 
but not to take there to be a burglar in the next room.  (MFC: 84) 

 Building on this difference with Descartes, Sellars proposes an account of meaning 

that does not derive from the inner-thought episodes of a subject. Instead meaning has 

to be associated with the workings of a living language. For Sellars, the meaning of a 

term is therefore determined on the basis of its functional role within the language taken 

as a whole. For instance, the concept signified by the word ‘red’ is understood as the 

norm-governed functioning common between, for example, standard utterances of ‘red’ 

in English and utterances of the word ‘rouge’ in French. This is to say that it is the usage 

of a word that determines its meaning. To elucidate, there are correct and incorrect ways 

to use the word ‘red’ (in English), and these constraints and proprieties articulate the 

functional role of the word ‘red’ in the language in which it occurs. The function of a term, 

therefore, is understood through the combination of certain words and phrases with other 

words and phrases. To say that parts of a language have a functional role is ultimately to 

say that language is made possible through the ability of language users to conform to 

basic patterns that the language exhibits through its correct and incorrect combinations. 

Although the example is a simple one, Sellars believes that it is in principle applicable to 

any term in a language. One consequence of this, which links up with the rejection of 

Cartesian views of the mind, is that the meaning of a term is no longer derived from its 

connection with non-linguistic inner thoughts conceived as independently meaningful. Nor 

is it reducible to its causal or abstract relations to extra-linguistic entities (e.g., the property 

of redness, or some red object). Note also, that this conception of meaning links up with 

what I described as the autonomous nature of language which resulted from the rejection 

of the myth of the given. The idea is that if we do not regard any causal (or referring) 
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relation as sufficient to explain the basic meaning of an individual linguistic term, then we 

need to rely on the norm-governed functional role of that term within the language as a 

whole (cf. EPM VII; see also MFC).     

  To flesh out this picture, Sellars considers three types of linguistic behavioural 

transition through which a term’s or expression’s function can be appreciated: language-

entry transition, intra-linguistic transition, and language-departure (or exit) transition: 

Essential to any language are three types of pattern-governed linguistic behavior.  

(1) Language Entry Transitions: The speaker responds, ceteris paribus, to objects 
in perceptual situations, and to certain states of himself, with appropriate linguistic 
activity.  

(2) Intralinguistic Transitions: The speaker’s linguistic conceptual episodes tend to 
occur in patterns of valid inference (theoretical and practical) and tend not to occur 
in patterns which violate logical principles.  

(3) Language Departure Transitions: The speaker responds, ceteris paribus, to such 
linguistic conceptual episodes as ‘I will now raise my hand’ with an upward motion 
of the hand, etc. (MO IV § 31) 

 A language-entry transition is making a move in the language that originates as a 

response to objects or states of affairs in the environment. Perceptual observations are 

the basic paradigm of this type of transition. For example, the word ‘red’ is normally 

appropriate in the presence of, or as a response to, red things in the environment. By the 

same token, it is ceteris paribus incorrect to use the word ‘red’ in the presence of say, 

purple items. Intra-linguistic transition is another indispensable type of move in any living 

empirical language. This is where one ‘moves’ from one propositional ‘position’ in a 

language game to yet another position in the same language. In contrast to more formal 

and standard accounts of inferential transitions, Sellars takes as his paradigm what he 

calls material inferences. Thus, from the sentence ‘it is raining’ I may (‘materially’) validly 
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infer that ‘the streets will be wet’. By the same token, it would normally be incorrect to 

infer that ‘the streets will be dry’. Sellars makes it clear that intra-linguistic inferential 

moves are not logically formal inferences, meaning their validity is not ensured by logical 

rules. Rather, their validity depends on the particular predicates they contain. In a 

complex way, for Sellars, material inferences derive their validity by expressing our 

conceptions of the laws of nature and other counterfactual-sustaining claims concerning 

the ways things behave. Material inferences are embedded in the rules of our language 

whereas formal inferences are mere abstractions from them. By giving primacy to material 

inferences over formal inferences Sellars means for this indispensable type of inference 

to reflect the living and practiced-based nature of language. Finally, a language-departure 

transition is a response to linguistic (and on Sellars’ full view, inner thought or ‘intending’) 

episodes by behaving appropriately or consistently with the previous position 

(paradigmatically, an intention or volition: for example, ‘I shall take the red one’ followed 

by a taking of the red one) (MFC 87-88). 

 These three modes of transition shed further light on Sellars’ model of functional 

classification. Thus, the function of ‘red’ can be understood in the following three ways: 

‘red’ is to be used in response to red things; second, ‘red’ is to be used within the 

constraints of norms that allow or block certain inferences within a language; and finally, 

our intentions and volitions involving ‘red’ guide our actions involving red objects in 

various directly and indirectly appropriate ways.  Sellars became increasingly clear in his 

later works about the sorts of normative distinctions that are implicit in this outlook on 

language, as we shall see in the next section.   
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 Sellars’ analysis of meaning as functional classification is an attempt to avoid the 

above-mentioned infinite regress that threatens to result from construing meaning as 

explicit obeying of rules. To see this, it is important to appreciate that the three types of 

transition outlined in the previous section need not be intended by a speaker of the 

language in order to be instantiated. For instance, to go back to Sellars’ example above: 

I do not decide to take there to be a burglar in the next room so much as that particular 

state of affairs automatically evokes that response in me. Similar considerations apply to 

the other types of transition. For example, I do not normally intend to infer that the streets 

will be wet once I have said (or thought) that it is raining; rather, the inference is 

immediately drawn. Nor do I need to further intend to pick up the phone after I have 

announced ‘I will get it!’, but rather ceteris paribus I just act, having had that ‘language-

departure’ or ‘shall-do’ willing or intention.  

4. Rules of action and rules of criticism  

 Sellars moves away from a cartesian picture where inner thought episodes are 

posited to explain conceptual activity and where language is seen as an instrument that 

expresses concepts. Linguistic behaviour, according to his normative functionalism is 

conceptual activity. But we need a proper understanding of what norms or rules are in 

order to make sense of this claim: “a proper understanding of the nature and status of 

linguistic rules is a sine qua non of a correct interpretation of the sense in which linguistic 

behavior can be said to be (and not merely to express) conceptual activity” (LTC: 57). 

 In the introduction, I mention that Sellars’ normativity steers clear of two erroneous 

characterisations of norms, the notion of explicit rule-obeying and the notion of accidental 
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conformity to a rule. His middle-way proposal is pattern-governed linguistic behaviour. 

One might rightly wonder at this stage: how do patterns ensure normativity or 

meaningfulness at all? Is ‘pattern’ not a descriptive notion of the behaviour of organisms? 

What is the difference between pattern-governed human behaviour and that of animals? 

How is it possible to explain a phenomenon that is characteristically human, namely, 

meaning, by drawing on an analogy with animal behaviour? Is not animal behaviour 

precisely devoid of meaning? Sellars has the conceptual means to address these 

concerns. To anticipate, linguistic pattern-governed behaviour is meaningful by virtue of 

the management of norms by members of a linguistic community who, through social 

training, have become mature agents. Indeed, Sellars settles the matter as follows: 

If patterned governed behavior can arise by “natural” selection, it can also arise by 
purposive selection on the part of trainers. They can be construed as reasoning.  

Pattern-behavior of such and such a kind ought to be exhibited by trainees, hence 
we, the trainers, ought to do this and that, as likely to bring it about that it is exhibited. 
(MFC: 87) 

 

If pattern-governed behaviour can be selected by natural selection as in the case 

of bees, a purposive selection on the part of the mature trainer can also give rise to it. 

Conformity to ‘rules’ in the form of adaptive patterns of behaviour is produced by natural 

selection. This is something we share with animals with respect to some of our most basic 

‘hardwired’ cognitive capacities. In the case of language learning and behaviour this is 

analogous to how trainers help to ‘shape’ the initially unknowing or unintended behaviours 

of the learners into the relevant patterns, in their gradual acquisition of the relevant 

concepts involved. Just as humans can train animals to do very sophisticated things, so 

too they can instruct children at a very early age to conform to social proprieties. The 
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difference between animal pattern-governed behaviour and that of humans is that animals 

never reach the level of mature agents by instantiating patterns. I will come to this in a 

moment.   

Sellars’ distinction between what he calls ought-to-be rules of criticism and ought-

to-do rules of action helps to clarify how linguistic behaviour is for the most part pattern-

governed and yet conceptual. To follow an ought-to-be is to exhibit behaviour that is in 

line with a pattern that recurs in a language. In the sense explained earlier, the behaviour 

occurs because of the background normative maintenance of that wider pattern. An 

ought-to-do, by contrast, is a rule of action that prescribes what ought to be done in a 

particular circumstance. These two types of rules are interconnected: ought to be rules 

imply ought to do rules and vice versa. (LTC: 59-60) 

 On the one hand, ought-to-do-rules of action or performance presuppose ought-

to-be rules of criticism. In other words, we need to have mastered a battery of concepts 

in order to discern the type of circumstance in question and do what ought to be done. 

We would not know what to do if we did not have the requisite cognitive capacities to 

conceptually recognise the circumstance in question (LTC:59). As such, it is mature 

trainers who obey rules of action so as to realise a state of affairs. Here is how deVries 

puts it: 

if we did not conform to a large number of ought-to-be’s, including patterns of 
linguistic behaviour, we would not be in a position to be agents, followers of ought-
to-do’s; any rules of action presuppose a groundwork of rules of criticism. (deVries 
2005, 44) 

Consider the following example. Parents know that they need to instil in their children the 

habit of washing their hands before meals. In this way, parents are aware of what they 



  37 

ought to do, while their children merely know what ought to be the case at this time of the 

day. Parents know this ought to be the rule, but very young children have to go from not 

knowing to gradually being trained to behave that way, and thus gradually coming to know 

it, too (and to have the relevant concepts that make up the ought-to-be rule, so they can 

talk about it, etc.). In order for mature adults to know what they ought to do, they need to 

know what ought to be the case in order to carry out the right action so as to realise what 

needs to be the case, as in the example, the habit of washing hands before dinner. This 

model can be extended to all kinds of behaviour, linguistic or otherwise. What makes us 

reach the position of agents is first our being trained or habituated to conform to rules. In 

other words, we need to realise many uniformities of behaviour before becoming agents. 

In the case of linguistic rules, we will not be able to be aware of the rules we are applying 

without having previously been trained or conditioned into a pattern of correct linguistic 

responses. This is the sense in which rules of action presuppose rules of criticism. 

One isn’t a full-fledged member of the linguistic community until one not only 
conforms to linguistic ought-to-be’s (and may-be’s) by exhibiting the required 
uniformities, but grasps these ought-to-be’s and may-be’s themselves (i.e., knows 
the rules of the language.). (LTC: 64) 

 On the other hand, ought-to-be rules presuppose ought-to-do rules. As the children 

gradually learn how to behave and talk in the right ways about sinks, dinner time, etc., 

they are thereby gradually acquiring the concepts involved and ‘know’ what they are 

doing. Very early on they can start getting a grip on how to use the words ‘sink’, ‘hands’, 

‘dinner’ etc. correctly, which just is to have those concepts. They are ‘internalising’ the 

ought-to-be patterns gradually and habitually, in their behaviour and speech and this is 

ensured by the presence of mature agents who instil these habits in children. Rules of 

criticism telling us how things should be would have to involve agents whose actions bring 
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about the particular state of affairs; for example, ‘one ought to feel sympathy for the 

bereaved’ is an ought-to-be rule which implies (other things being equal) that one ought 

to bring it about that one feel sympathy for the bereaved (LTC: 60). Often parents ask 

their children at funeral to conduct themselves in a certain manner; if they see them doing 

anything inappropriate, they reprimand them. Children are very early on exposed to these 

patterns of behaviour and they slowly start to internalise them until they themselves 

become mature agents and start obeying rules of action to ensure that what ought to be 

the case is realised by others.  

Notice that we, mature full-fledged members of a linguistic community all exhibit 

‘ought-to-be’ pattern-governed behaviour in our ordinary life, and more rarely do we 

‘intentionally obey’ ought-to-do rules. If mature agents know their way around the ‘space 

of reasons’ there is no need to reflect on these patterns and attend to the rules. Thus, we, 

for the most part, exemplify patterns of behaviour unreflectively until something goes 

amiss, or something breaks down that requires rules of action to ensure that nothing 

intercepts our habits. Although, our linguistic practices are for the most unreflective and 

second-nature even at the mature level of agents, they are conceptual, all the same. This 

is so owing to the possibility of managing and safeguarding these norms in the 

community; pattern-governed behaviour takes place in an ambiance of rules of action.  

Thus, even though conceptual activity rests on a foundation of conforming to ought-
to-be's of uniformities in linguistic behavior, these uniformities exist in an ambiance 
of action, epistemic or otherwise. To be a language user is to conceive of oneself 
as an agent subject to rules. (LTC: 65, my italics)   

Trainers possess concepts by virtue of being members of a community which 

makes possible the coherence of an utterance with a whole. Recall that the linguistic 
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community is the basic unit in terms of which an expression becomes meaningful in virtue 

of its place in a system of sanctioned ‘moves’. Whereas a person can train an animal to 

conform to an ought-to-be rule, she would herself be applying a rule of action that 

corresponds to this ought-to-be by virtue of having a reflective grip on the appropriate 

concepts in question. But the difference between animal and human behaviour could be 

encapsulated as follows: animal pattern-governed behaviour is biologically adaptive; 

human pattern-governed (linguistic-conceptual) behaviour is culturally adapted, ‘trained’, 

under the watchful eyes of those who know. Surely, we also have complex biological 

capacities due to our animal heritage, but those are not what constitute the ‘ought-to-be’s 

of patterned governed linguistic behaviour in humans. Our conditioned behaviour 

remains conceptual in virtue of being caught up in the ‘space of reasons’ that the 

community constitutes.  

 In sum, Sellars’ concerns are twofold: first, rules must do justice to the normative 

aspects of our practices and not have these reduced, implausibly, to empirical regularities 

alone. In this sense, rule-governed behaviour is not to be confused with causal law-

governed activity, though the former does show regularity in behaviour. What 

distinguishes rules from laws is precisely their prescriptive nature; there is a correct way 

to behave and an incorrect way; an account of rules must make room for breaking a rule. 

Nevertheless, being sensitive to a rule does not entail that rules must be present in the 

mind. This is why Sellars’ second concern is that rules must not be reified into abstract 

entities, as in the case of metaphysical understanding of rules adverted to above. 

5. Conceptual change and pattern-governed linguistic behaviour 

5.1. Too little to account for proper conceptual change 
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On Sellars’ Verbal Behaviourist model, every rule-governed activity is linguistic in 

the sense that “language is the bearer of conceptual activity” (LTC: 62). Linguistic activity 

is in a primary sense conceptual. It reflects the system of living rules or norms as a whole 

that makes aboutness possible, on Sellars’ view, and these rules are to be found in the 

community as normally exemplified by the behaviour of its members.  

This brings me to the question of the nature and status of the rules that specify the 

functional roles responsible for meaning. One way to put it is this: how can linguistic 

functions be two different things at once? On the one hand, they are behavioural 

uniformities that exhibit causal regularities. On the other hand, they are semantical rules, 

i.e., things that can be obeyed or disobeyed. How can pattern-governed uniformity 

amount to rule-following normativity? Not only is Sellars striving to avoid the paradox that 

an account of rule-following as rule-obeying is bound to generate, but most importantly 

he wants to account for the fact that most of our doings are habitual or second-nature. 

His account of what it is to play a language-game should be able to explain why it is that 

we do what we do absent-mindedly, so-to-speak.  

Sellars’ primary philosophical project in this connection is to reconcile causal 

explanations with a kind of normative, functionalist account of what meaning is. His 

project is as such twofold: he wants language to be causally tied to the world but he 

cannot do so by endorsing a relational (e.g., truth-conditional) account of meaning at the 

cost, he argues, of being committed to the myth of the given.6 On the other hand, he 

 
6 By a ‘relational’ theory of meaning, Sellars has in mind the view that terms and expressions derive their meaning 

from ‘objects’ that they refer to; the relation is therefore one of reference or representation, which should not be 

confused either with relations among signs or with merely (non-semantic) ‘conditioned’ relations between sign-

behaviour and objects. 
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wants to explain what meaning is by reference to norms and norm-governed behaviour. 

He reconciles the causal order with the conceptual order by pondering the conditions that 

must be in place in order for an utterance to be meaningful; some of these conditions will 

turn out to be patterns of behaviour that are non-actions. Thus, a circumstance-evoked 

response is both causal and conceptual; causal because it is tied to one’s environment, 

conceptual because of its place in a network of principles espoused by members of a 

linguistic community.  

The preliminary point I wish to make in this section is that in his ambition to 

reconcile the causal order with the conceptual order, Sellars runs the risk of not 

completely attending to the actual dynamics of conceptual change. Indeed, while Sellars 

succeeds in providing a narrative of how it is that meaning is tied to a world, he does it at 

the cost of not being able to accommodate radical conceptual change. To see this, it will 

be worthwhile to first look at where conceptual change might occur in his account of rule-

following, since the general idea of conceptual change is something on which Sellars 

placed great emphasis. The question I would like to raise is whether, given Sellars’ 

normativity, conceptual change is supposed to happen primarily at the meta-level, as it 

were, that is to say, when someone reflects on the different patterns of behaviour that we 

embody; or whether it is something that happens at a more basic unreflective level of 

pattern-governed behaviour.  

Recall that what I am calling ‘radical’ conceptual change, has to do with historical 

transformations in our conceptual-cum-linguistic practices where ‘radical’ means potential 

breaking with previous contexts of application. While historicity is a crucial component of 

meaning, the claim is not that there are sharp conceptual boundaries between different 
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epochs or between different linguistic communities. That is, while we can meaningfully 

describe changes in the workings of a language, there are no sharp boundaries that set 

one epoch against another or one linguistic practice against another. We can therefore 

meaningfully describe how say, the same sound and scribble in a language comes to 

acquire a completely different meaning, but also how the same language can incorporate 

new concepts. Furthermore, a conceptual scheme in the case of linguistic practices is 

what is exemplified by the behaviour of different members of the community and is not 

limited to descriptions that one might find in an anthropological manual. What I mean in 

short by conceptual change is the striking changes in one and the same practice that 

sometimes leads to a wholly different practice, and that this is something that frequently 

happens throughout history.  

For example, the term ‘woman’, i.e., the same scribble and noise ‘woman’ had 

multiple meanings in history and depending on the particularity of the linguistic practice 

in question in which the word is found and used. Historically, the concept woman was 

inferentially mediated by the concepts like ‘wife’, ‘mother’, ‘natural caregiver’ ‘deference’, 

among many others. Gender itself was not seen as conceptually distinct from biological 

sex. Nowadays the concept of a woman is slowly disentangled from this conceptual 

network and a new understanding of what it means to be a woman emerged in different 

linguistic practices. While feminists have played a large role in cementing new inferences 

pertaining to what it means to be a woman today, for example by recognising gender 

fluidity, these changes would not have been possible had not our ordinary unreflective 

concepts drifted to begin with. Such transformations do not stem from a conscious 

decision, so much as it does due to various factors that make the recognition of the need 
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to rethink our concepts possible in the first place. The emphasis here is on how 

conceptual change makes subjective recognition of normative statuses possible, rather 

than focusing on the way that subjective recognition of norms might serve as the prime 

locus of conceptual change. The view I have in mind is one where subjectivity is 

constituted by, rather than constitutive of, conceptual norms. But of course, that subjects 

are socio-historically constituted does not mean that they lack capacity to make decisions 

for themselves. Even Sellars would agree that subjects are constituted through social 

training and only then do they become mature agents. Once they reach the level of 

maturity, they are able to reflect on the different habitual patterns that they embody; but 

it by no means follows that their behaviour ceases to be second-nature or habitual; we 

still are for the most part creatures of habit.   

 Now, if language as a living social activity is the bearer of concepts and if our 

linguistic behaviour is pattern-governed for the most part, it is difficult to see how new 

concepts can come about. It is indeed difficult to see how, for example, the same sound 

and scribble comes to acquire a very different meaning. This is so because there is 

nothing about pattern-governed behaviour that brings about change; essential to any 

conditioned behaviour (linguistic or otherwise) is that, other things being equal, it will be 

repeated in the relevant circumstances. That is, when presented with the relevant 

circumstances, it is likely that the linguistic behavioural response will be the same in 

relevant respects. (i.e., the same propositional content but perhaps a different formulation 

each time). In a nutshell, at the level of patterned-governed behaviour it is difficult to 

imagine where change would occur precisely because it does not turn on direct causality 

where the world impinges itself on the mind and instils change. The only room that is left 
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for change is when someone makes a mistake, but even then, we would need to 

supplement this with a plausible story about how specific mistakes can lead to changes 

in the language.    

 As a result, perhaps the best place to account for conceptual change in Sellars’ 

conception of normativity would be at the meta-linguistic level where full-fledged members 

reflect on the norms and obey them self-consciously. But such capacity for reflection is 

made possible by the historical drifts in meaning within a language in the first place. In 

other words, change needs to happen first at an unreflective level and only secondarily is 

it brought to light and reconceptualised in order to create new habits in light of changes. 

The point is that Sellars’ account of rule-following is a good starting point for 

understanding of what it is that makes meaning possible, but it needs to be supplemented 

with a story of how changes in such meanings come about. The claim is not that Sellars 

does not make room for conceptual change in his systematic philosophy, but rather that 

his understanding of rule-following lacks the means to do adequate justice to it. In Chapter 

Two, I entertain the claim that underlying Sellars’ failure to give an adequate picture of 

conceptual change is the absence of genuine normativity from his account. 

5.2. Sellars on conceptual change  

  This closing sub-section fleshes out Sellars’ vision of conceptual change which is 

primarily centred on how scientific concepts have evolved throughout history. I argue that 

while it makes sense to say that we are the authors of conceptual change when it comes 

to scientific concepts, it is also important to notice an obvious disanalogy between how 

scientific concepts evolve and how non-scientific ‘ordinary’ linguistic concepts do. Indeed, 
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in scientific practice bodies of concepts are put forth and amended in light of new 

circumstances or new experimental results. Nevertheless, conceptual changes within our 

non-scientific practices are not so authored or even necessarily authored at all. 

 Of course, Sellars recognises that our non-scientific conceptual schemes are 

subject to change and that certain words come to acquire different meanings as time 

passes. He entertains the possibility that one and the same language can seem, in its 

earlier stages, entirely unrecognisable to speakers of its later stages. For example, 

French of the 16th century looks nothing like the French used nowadays, that is to say, 

the physical vehicle in which a language is realised can alter. More to the point, Sellars 

entertains the possibility that the same physical vehicle can come to realise different 

functions. That is, the same sounds and scribbles can come to acquire a different 

meaning.  

In a perfectly legitimate sense one language can change into another even though 
the noises and shapes employed remain the same. Indeed, modern man is not only 
constantly introducing new symbols governed by new rules, he is constantly 
changing the rules according to which old symbols are used. Thus, as science has 
progressed, the word “mass” as a class of visual and auditory events has remained, 
but the rules according to which it is used in the language of science have changed 
several times, and, strictly speaking, it is a new symbol with each change in rules, 
though each new implicit definition (conformation rule) has had enough in common 
with earlier implicit definitions so that the use of the same symbol has not seemed 
inappropriate (LRB §37) 

The example Sellars uses in this passage is an illuminating one; the same word 

‘mass’ has been used differently in science depending on the dominant paradigm in 

physics. Sellars maintains that when a particular rule or functional role pertaining to the 

usage of a symbol changes the symbol also changes despite the fact that its physical 

counterpart (i.e., scribbles and noises) remains the same. It is important to note however 



  46 

that the meaning of the new symbol, on Sellars’ view, can in retrospect be seen to be 

rationally consistent with the meaning of the previous one, insofar as the previous use is 

successfully accommodated or modelled in the terms of the successor theory (e.g., 

Newton’s theory as reinterpreted and incorporated in Einstein’s theory). The new usage 

is incommensurable with the old one but also exhibits a rational accommodation based 

on explanatory reconceptions and modelling of predecessor theories explaining why the 

predecessor theory and its meanings succeeded and failed to the extent that it did.  

The suggestion seems to be that changes occur when a conceptual scheme 

exhibits a certain tension which calls for an amendment of the rules characteristic of the 

conceptual scheme in question. The tension harbours a need for change, be it by 

introducing new symbols or by, as it were, changing the rules prescriptive of the symbols’ 

different usages. In sum, it is we, members of a linguistic community who are responsible 

for conceptual change, in particular when our language shows itself to be insufficient in 

its various tasks, in particular in describing and explaining how things stand and are in 

the world; members of a linguistic community are responsible for conceptual change 

insofar as symbols are modified or introduced rationally in light of tensions, prejudices, 

and injustices, etc., found in the system. (LRB: § 37-38) 

The disanalogy between scientific conceptual change and non-scientific one, the 

way I see it, is twofold: the first has to do with the fact that unlike scientific cases, non-

scientific instances of discursive change do not always take place at such high level of 

self-conscious reflection. That is to say most conceptual changes happen in a way that 

the subject only becomes aware of it after the fact, if at all. A huge chunk of conceptual 

change is unnoticeable until thinkers actively re-examine their norms or concepts. The 
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second aspect of the disanalogy is that in the non-scientific case it is not always the idea 

of fitting concepts to data that guides or makes possible conceptual change. Rather, there 

is no objective matter of fact in, for instance, changes that occur in non-empirical linguistic 

usages such as with concepts pertaining to legal or political matters. In this regard, it 

seems clear that the sort of perceptual examples and the types of concepts that Sellars 

focuses on lend themselves to conceptions of change that cannot, in my view, be 

generalised to the rest of language. This is because such concepts as ‘red’ or ‘mass’ are 

not representative of the functioning of language as a whole; language encompasses 

more than mere reference to a world.    

Furthermore, Sellars’ analysis of conceptual change does have a specific, 

overriding historical component. In ‘Philosophy and the Scientific Image of Man’, he 

conjectures that our ordinary linguistic practices will ultimately be replaced by other 

practices whose main function would be to incorporate new scientific concepts which 

would further develop what he calls the scientific image. Indeed, Sellars gives an analysis 

of how the scientific image of human beings in the world gradually develops out of the 

manifest image. Sellars’ philosophical enterprise as a whole, in fact, is to reconcile these 

two perspectives or images, as it were, of human beings in the world in one synoptic 

vision. The manifest image of human beings in the world is to be viewed as a framework 

or background against which they became aware of themselves as human beings. 

The 'manifest' image of man-in-the-world can be characterized in two ways, which 
are supplementary rather than alternative. It is, first, the framework in terms of which 
man came to be aware of himself as man-in-the-world. It is the framework in terms 
of which, to use an existentialist turn of phrase, man first encountered himself-which 
is, of course, when he came to be man. For it is no merely incidental feature of man 
that he has a conception of himself as man-in-the-world, just as it is obvious, on 
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reflection, that 'if man had a radically different conception of himself he would be a 
radically different kind of man'. (PSIM §14, 10-11)  

Human beings came to have awareness of themselves by instituting norms and following 

them, more particularly by engaging in practices of learning and speaking a language. As 

such, the manifest image encompasses the collective cognitive achievements of the 

human species.  

 To contrast the manifest image with the scientific image is not to presume that the 

manifest image is unscientific. Rather, the contrast is to pave the way for the claim that 

the scientific image could be completed, though Sellars emphasises that this is merely an 

ideal (PSIM § 56 §71 §114). The only way to reconcile the two images under one synoptic 

view is to replace manifest image conceptions of the nature of things with scientific 

explanations and incorporate the latter explanations within our most basic perceptual and 

inferential language-games. Nevertheless, some of the crucial features of the manifest 

image can according to Sellars be preserved in the final synoptic vision and the ideal 

scientific image; persons, meanings, norms, truth, knowledge etc. as normative-functional 

realities, are not ‘objects to be explained and described’ in the same way as the 

fundamental material nature of worldly objects and causal processes.  

Thus the conceptual framework of persons is not something that needs to be 
reconciled with the scientific image, but rather something to be joined to it. Thus, to 
complete the scientific image we need to enrich it not with more ways of saying what 
is the case, but with the language of community and individual intentions, so that by 
construing the actions we intend to do and the circumstances in which we intend to 
do them in scientific terms, we directly relate the world as conceived by scientific 
theory to our purposes, and make it our world and no longer an alien appendage to 
the world in which we do our living. We can, of course, as matters now stand, realize 
this direct incorporation of the scientific image into our way of life only in imagination. 
But to do so is, if only in imagination, to transcend the dualism of the manifest and 
scientific images of man-of-the-world. (PSIM §114) 
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 As we have seen, Sellars’ contribution to the question how it is that our concepts 

shift in time is that human beings actively remodel their languages, introduce new 

symbols which themselves will be replaced by yet other sets of symbols. Social norms 

are instituted by us to try to improve the welfare of human beings. This history of 

conceptual change, for Sellars, depends on accurate scientific knowledge of human 

nature, but as I have also emphasised, is not reducible to it. The more human beings 

evolve the more they are prone to modifying the rules of their language. Sellars’ 

hypothesis, to which he alludes in ‘Language Rules and Behavior’ but develops more fully 

in ‘Philosophy and the Scientific Image of Man’, is the following: “In ancient times, 

changes in the rules of language were very slow. Man was content to be baffled. Since 

the birth of modern science, man has constantly remodeled his language” (LRB: §38). 

Before the manifest image even became the general picture that dominates human 

beings’ self-conception, Sellars hypothesises about the era that preceded the manifest 

image which he calls the “original image” (PSIM § I7). The manifest image is said to be a 

refinement of the original image. To elucidate, the original, manifest and scientific images 

are not to be confused with a particular language-game or linguistic practice; Sellars 

conceives of them as higher order frameworks through which it is possible to 

philosophically reflect on how our linguistic practices have evolved. That all objects are 

treated as persons is a definitive feature of the original image. In other words, the primitive 

concepts by means of which all phenomena in the world are understood is that of persons. 

Accordingly, one of the essential features of the manifest image is that it involves a 

gradual de-personalisation of objects: 

Perhaps the best way to make the point is to refer back to the construct which we 
called the “original” image of man-in-the-world, and characterize it as a framework 
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in which all the “objects” are persons. From this point of view, the refinement of the 
“original” image into the manifest image, is the gradual “de-personalization” of 
objects other than persons. That something like this has occurred with the advance 
of civilization is a familiar fact. Even persons, it is said (mistakenly, I believe), are 
being “depersonalized” by the advance of the scientific point of view. (PSIM §28) 

What Sellars means by the original image is not that human beings mistook trees, tables 

and chairs for actual people. It is not an abandonment of a previous superstitious belief 

in favour of a new belief; rather, what Sellars has in mind is that ‘person’ functioned as a 

primitive or basic concept such that any object in the world was a way of being a person, 

as basic as the manner in which a triangle is a plane figure. The shift from the original 

image to the manifest image was not a mere shift in particular beliefs but a far more 

radical shift, namely a shift in ‘category’: “When primitive man ceased to think of what we 

called trees as persons, the change was more radical than a change in belief; it was a 

change in category” (SPR, § 29). 

By the category ‘person’, Sellars does not mean spirit or mind but rather a form of 

agency that was attributed to objects to explain different natural phenomena. For 

example, an obvious explanation for why the wind blew down a house under this image 

is that it or another agency ‘responsible’ for it decided to do so or willed it. In the early 

stages of the manifest image, Sellars conjectures, the primitive category by means of 

which objects were understood and explained was that of truncated persons, as it were. 

Accordingly, things would happen not because natural things will it, as the previous image 

has it, but regularities in nature were explained with recourse to habits which are 

sometimes disrupted by impulse. This is what Sellars means when he speaks of the 

category of ‘truncated person’; it was a way of understanding phenomena in nature which 

is slightly more scientific in the broadest sense than the previous framework would allow. 
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It was indeed one way of coming to grips with causal phenomena. Be that as it may, the 

category of truncated person is still inherently unscientific from the standpoint of our 

current modern scientific paradigm (i.e., modern postulational science) and is to be 

contrasted with the category of impersonal processes. But in another broader sense, 

Sellars sees ‘scientific thinking’ as continuous with common sense and ‘pre-historic’ 

persons, as it were, the difference being that it is now more systematic and self-conscious 

(EPM IX; also, the end of EPM VIII).  

It seems to me that for Sellars our primary mode of thinking is ‘scientific’ even if it 

was not fully developed in all stages of history and even if it still lacks the requisite 

systematicity for our scientific theories to be complete. It is as if all other aspects of human 

life gravitate toward the actualisation of the scientific ideal in a way that gives all these 

human aspects a merely contingent value, one ultimately overridden or replaced by 

scientific ways of thinking. To drive my point home, if someone did not share Sellars’ 

particularly strong brand of scientific realism, then his discussion of the gradual 

development of the scientific image out of the manifest image would rightly seem to be in 

some important respects ways a little one-sided. It is as though the highest end of all 

linguistic practice would be to model nature in purely scientific terms. Moreover, even with 

his discussion of conceptual change within the manifest image (e.g., the category of 

persons) it seems that Sellars is mainly concerned with those features of conceptual 

change that dispose us toward viewing the world in such scientific terms and of ourselves 

as ideally disposed to such an end.  

In the following chapter, I argue that at the heart of Sellars’ failure to give a 

narrative of radical shifts in meaning is an absence of genuine normativity from his 
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account of meaning, as Brandom depicts it. Though, to be sure, Brandom by no means 

criticises Sellars’ take on normativity. Rather I draw on Brandom’s criticism of a 

sophisticated version of what he terms ‘regularism’ to make this claim. Regularism in its 

simplest form is the reduction of norms to patterns of behaviour. While both Brandom and 

Sellars would be critical of this way of construing norms, there seems to be some 

similarities between Sellars’ pattern-governed behaviour and the ‘sophisticated’ version 

of regularism to which Brandom alludes. In the latter half of Chapter Two, I flesh out 

Brandom’s inferentialism, his take on normativity and meaning.  
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Chapter 2:  Genuine Normativity and Brandom’s Inferentialism 

 

 The starting point of this project is a Sellarsian framework whose principal tenet is 

that meaning is not defined by a semantic relationship between linguistic expressions and 

extra-logical items, be they objects in the world or mental events. Chapter One has 

examined Sellars’ attack on the myth of the given which entails that the order of 

signification is irreducible to causal factors. The moral of the rejection of the given for 

Sellars is not that no causal relations obtain between language and the world; rather, 

these highly complex natural-causal relations are not sufficient for meaning. What this 

work takes from Sellars’ rejection of the myth of the given is that any conceptual activity 

is mediated through linguistic behaviour.7 

 Following his attack on the myth of the given, Sellars turns his attention to the 

framework of rule-following in the hopes of finding a more suitable avenue to work out 

what meaning is. However, the idea that rule-following behaviour yields meaning comes 

with its own set of difficulties which, we have seen, Sellars addresses more or less 

satisfactorily. In particular, Sellars observes that for the purpose of explaining meaning or 

conceptual activity there exist two problematic ways of understanding rule-following: rule-

following as explicit obeying of rules on the one hand, and rule-following as mere 

accidental conformity to rules, on the other. In the former case, he argues, an infinite 

regress is bound to occur whereas in the latter case proper normativity is lost. Mindful of 

these difficulties, Sellars suggests that the sense in which we follow norms is at once 

 
7 Chapter Five will point out the similarity between the claim that there is no immediate experience that is 

foundational and Derrida’s deconstruction of Husserl’s phenomenological project. Derrida, like Sellars, 
challenges the idea that something is purely and simply present. 
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normative and pattern-governed. The idea is that we, like nonhuman animals, manifest 

different patterns of behaviour. Unlike animals, however, all of our doings and sayings 

are caught up in the ‘space of reasons’ (EPM: §36); indeed, unlike animals, our behaviour 

is culturally adapted. In short, because we always already find ourselves in a ‘space of 

reasons’8, our performances count as conceptual and thus meaningful; nonetheless, this 

does not prevent them from being pattern-governed through and through.  

 Chapter One finds his account of rule-following unsatisfactory on two counts: first, 

by putting too much emphasis on pattern-governed behaviour, his portrayal of rule-

following fails to do justice to conceptual historical transformation. The latter is, I contend, 

something that happens implicitly and trumps our capacity to fully generate it. Second, 

even his account of conceptual change is almost exclusively centred on scientific 

concepts which makes intuitive the inference that we are the authors and modifiers of 

concepts in light of arising tensions in a particular model. I have indeed argued that 

scientific concepts are not representative of the functioning of language as a whole.  

 This chapter examines the above-mentioned dilemma more closely through 

Brandom’s lens in the hopes of articulating a more adequate narrative of what rule-

following is. First, I contend that what Brandom diagnoses as a sophisticated version of 

‘simple regularism’ corresponds to the Sellarsian construal of rule-following such that the 

criticism that applies to the one also applies to the other. The reader must bear in mind 

that Brandom does not even hint at the idea that Sellars might be committed to this 

sophisticated form of ‘simple regularism’. In other words, Brandom would not see his own 

 
8 Just as there is no one linguistic practice, so too there cannot be one space of reasons. 
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narrative as a critique of Sellars in this respect. In the second half of the chapter, I flesh 

out Brandom’s inferentialism in its most basic form, the purpose of which is to provide raw 

materials for the following chapter’s central claim and argument. Chapter Three argues 

that Brandom’s Inferentialism is a model that accommodates radical conceptual change.   

1. Normativity 

This section shows, following Brandom, that when it comes to elucidating the 

notion of intentionality, prescriptive laws or norms are in some sense prior to descriptive 

laws. Here the priority means something to the effect that explaining descriptive laws 

requires prescriptive laws, but not vice versa (MIE: 9). Two constraints on the notion of 

norms, as Brandom sees it, become apparent. These have to do with the construal of 

norms as patterns of behaviour on one end of the spectrum and the understanding of 

norms as explicit rules on the other. On the one hand, the naturalistic view that identifies 

each norm with a specific pattern of behaviour must be jettisoned, or so Brandom 

contends; for part of what it means for prescriptive laws to be prior to descriptive laws is 

that the former are irreducible to the latter. On the other hand, the understanding of norms 

as explicit rules whose prior grasp is essential for carrying out any performance is equally 

problematic (MIE: 26-27). Although Brandom rejects both of these conceptions of norms 

he goes to great lengths in combating the naturalistic reductionist view of norms, not least 

because it seems to pose a greater threat to genuine normativity. Thus, this section 

expounds Brandom’s arguments against reductionist accounts of norms, which, it will 

become apparent later on, gets around the infinite regress that is generated by the 

construal of norms as explicit rules.   
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Recall that one main concern in this project is to explain what Brandom terms 

‘conceptual contentfulness’ or meaning for short; Brandom believes that the only way to 

do that is through a genuine understanding of normativity. Genuine normativity, as we 

shall see, dictates that norms be irreducible to causes. Brandom’s attack on reductionist 

accounts of norms pave the way for his positive characterisation of what proper 

normativity is. As it happens, part of the definition of what norms are is that they do not 

immediately compel us, that is, that they require the mediation of assessing attitudes. 

(MIE: 27, 33, 36, 37). Thus, not only does genuine normativity require that performances 

be carried out correctly or incorrectly, on Brandom’s view, but that they be treated as 

correct or incorrect. In light of this characterisation, this section ultimately argues that 

Sellars, though mindful of the naturalistic view, finds himself unwittingly committed to a 

more sophisticated reductionist account that is guilty of the same charges as more familiar 

reductionist approaches to normativity. Chapter One has indicated that Sellars’ 

understanding of rule-following fails to do justice to both the versatile nature of linguistic 

practices and historical conceptual shifts. At the end of this section, I contend that Sellars’ 

failure to adequately articulate normativity is at the root of his failure to provide an account 

of meaning that encompasses both conceptual versatility and conceptual historical 

change.  

One of Brandom’s central commitments is that intentionality must be understood 

first and foremost in normative terms, a lesson he thinks he inherits from Kant. He 

jettisons a cartesian descriptive conception of intentionality according to which what 

demarcates sapience from sentience is ultimately some special sort of stuff, an 

ontological datum that grants human beings a privileged position in the world. In 
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particular, for Descartes, we have direct access to the mind in cognition which entails that 

the subject has full authority over conceptuality. By contrast, Brandom takes up the 

Kantian legacy of reversing this order of explanation by construing the conceptual as that 

which exercises authority over us. What it means for the conceptual to have a grip on us 

will be fully articulated throughout this chapter: 

Where Descartes's descriptive conception of intentionality, centering on certainty, 
picks out as essential our grip on the concepts employed in cognition and action, 
Kant's normative conception of intentionality, centering on necessity, treats their grip 
on us as the heart of the matter. (MIE: 9) 

Brandom’s answer to the demarcation question underwrites his approach to 

conceptual contentfulness. That is, he believes that an account of intentionality must keep 

in view the distinguishing features between sapience and sentience. More particularly, 

talk of what demarcates sapience from sentience is more illuminating in non-ontological 

terms. The demarcation is surely hierarchical but does not invoke some special stuff that 

affords human beings a privileged position in the world. Sentience is a biological 

phenomenon that designates a minimal form of awareness likened to being awake. While 

this form of awareness is what we share with animals. What separates us from animals, 

Brandom remarks, is sapience. The latter is a form of awareness that has to do with 

conceptual activity, that is to say our ability to consume and trade concepts. But then how 

is conceptual activity related to normativity? On Brandom’s view, norms are embedded in 

language and by virtue of being so embedded they can be conceptually articulated; this 

is a claim that Brandom takes from both Kant and Hegel (ST: 506). I will come back to 

this in section 2. In short, what is peculiar to human beings are the normative attitudes of 

individual members of a linguistic community. It is crucial to emphasise once again that 

to say that we are normative beings is not to posit a separate ontological realm of norms. 
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Rather, norms are first and foremost implicit in our doings. More to the point, the possibility 

of verbally articulating norms rests on practice-based proprieties. This is Wittgenstein’s 

legacy as Brandom outlines it.  

Wittgenstein argues that proprieties of performance that are governed by explicit 
rules do not form an autonomous stratum of normative statuses, one that could exist 
though no other did. Rather, proprieties governed by explicit rules rest on proprieties 
governed by practice. Norms that are explicit in the form of rules presuppose norms 
implicit in practices. (MIE: 20) 

At this point it is natural to wonder why the demarcation question cannot be 

ontological for Brandom. He argues that to take the distinguishing feature between 

sapience and sentience to be an ontological datum is to be committed to a form of 

psychologism. The latter, in this context, is the view that psychological states can 

thoroughly explain conceptual activity. But why is psychologism an unsuitable candidate 

for accounts of intentionality? Brandom’s answer is that psychologism reduces the 

domain of the conceptual to factual descriptions. This is in his view to confuse two 

different forms of law: the domain of the prescriptive and that of the descriptive (MIE: 11-

12). Brandom believes psychology has limited resources when it comes to studying the 

normative significance of performances and propositional acts because it is inherently 

descriptive. The reasoning seems to be that the only way to do justice to meaning is by 

defining it in normative terms; normativity is not the kind of phenomenon that can be 

explained away in psychological processes however complex and sophisticated they may 

be. Indeed, proprieties that govern language-use and rational action are the mark of the 

normative par excellence and therefore it would be inapt to reduce this form of law to 

descriptive factual laws. For one, normative intentional explanations, Brandom maintains, 

concern what the subject who has intentional states is obliged or permitted to do. Causal 
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intentional explanations, by way of contrast, look for the causal processes that underly 

subjective intentionality. In a way, descriptive explanations focus merely on factual claims, 

i.e., what happens. (MIE:11) 

 I mention this reasoning in passing not so much to make a case against 

psychologism as to shed light on the notion of normativity that Brandom envisages. 

Brandom here seems to beg the question against psychological theories of intentionality: 

he seems to assume that normative significance can only be defined in normative terms 

lest normativity be lost. Nevertheless, he makes a more compelling case against 

descriptive explanations of intentionality in his argument against ‘regularism’ to which I 

turn in a moment.  

In the meantime, it is possible to explain performances either with reference to 

materially programmed systems or in terms of normative behaviour. Both can be broadly 

characterised as functionalist views in that both construe intentionality as something that 

is achieved by different interrelated functions working in tandem. The discrepancy 

between these two views turns on how the notion of function is construed. Functions could 

either mean public proprieties governing the use of linguistic expressions or they could 

signify different roles played by states in a physical system. Yet, there is all the difference 

in the world between what ought to be done, what is permissible and what ends up 

happening. Not only does Brandom jettison the naturalistic view according to which 

prescriptive norms can be explained in terms of factual descriptions of regularities, he 

also maintains that when it comes to functionalist analyses of intentionality, normative 

explanations are more fundamental than causal explanations.  
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Specifying the functional role of some state in a system is specifying how it ought to 
behave and interact with other states. It is with reference to such a role that one 
makes sense of the notion of a malfunctioning component, something that is not 
behaving as it is supposed to. One may go on to offer various stories about the 
source of the correctnesses involved in functional roles: invoking the intentions of 
the designer, the purposes of the user, or the way the system must function if it is to 
realize the evolutionary good of survival, or even the cognitive good of accurately 
representing its environment. The point is that all of these are accounts of the source 
of the norms of proper functioning that are an integral part of functional explanations. 
(MIE: 16) 

As this passage indicates, to explain a malfunctioning system or error one can resort to 

different narratives: the error could result from a poor design, or be considered a necessity 

for the survival of the system etc. Be that as it may, all of these, Brandom argues, 

presuppose a more basic notion of appropriateness, namely what is appropriate in 

accordance with a rule or norm. The claim is that causal functional accounts presuppose 

normative functional accounts when it comes to understanding what intentionality or 

meaning is. 

 In claiming that normative intentional explanations are prior to causal intentional 

ones, Brandom is trying, following Wittgenstein, “to make sense of a notion of norms 

implicit in practice that will not lose either the notion of implicitness, as regulism does, or 

the notion of norms, as simple regularism does” (MIE: 29, my italics). To elucidate, 

‘regulism’ and ‘simple regularism’ are two opposite views whose characterisations of 

norms fail to do justice to normative significance. According to Brandom, regulism is the 

view that norms are explicit rules. In other words, performances are normative insofar as 

performers obey rules in the sense of following instructions: “This view, that proprieties of 

practice are always and everywhere to be conceived as expressions of the bindingness 

of underlying principles, may be called regulism about norms” (MIE: 20). Regularism, by 

contrast, identifies norms with patterns of behaviour, e.g., the behaviour of a community 
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at large (MIE: 26). In sum, Brandom wants to accommodate a notion of norms implicit in 

practice that circumvents two opposite misinterpretations: the ‘regulist’ also known as the 

‘intellectualist’ view whereby norms are considered explicit rules whose prior grasp is 

essential to following them correctly on the one hand, and the ‘regularist’, naturalistic view 

that identifies norms with specific patterns of behaviour, on the other.  

As Chapter One has demonstrated, Sellars rules out regulism on the ground that 

it generates an infinite regress: recall that if norms need to be explicitly formulated when 

applied then they themselves would require rules to be grasped, an interpretation of the 

rule, as it were. But this interpretation itself would require yet another interpretation or 

another rule, and so on without end. Put differently, because the rule requisite for 

understanding a proposition is itself a sentence in the language, a further rule is needed 

to understand the initial rule and so on without end. Both Brandom and Sellars articulate 

a theory of intentionality that strives to overcome this regress. 

At the opposite end of the spectrum is a reductionist understanding of norms as 

requiring no more than regular behaviour. Regularism has an advantage over regulism in 

that it prevents the regress; for to identify a norm with a specific pattern of behaviour is 

no longer to conceive of it as a rule that one needs to have in the back of the mind, so to 

speak. Both Sellars and Brandom view regularism as an advance over regulism in that it 

avoids the infinite regress generated by an intellectualist understanding of norms. This, 

however, can only be achieved at the cost of losing normativity altogether: “the immediate 

difficulty with such a proposal is that it threatens to obliterate the contrast between treating 

a performance as subject to normative assessment of some sort and treating it as subject 

to physical laws” (MIE: 27). For Brandom, regularism loses sight of normativity insofar as 
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it does not appreciate the distinction between being subject to normative assessment and 

being compelled by physical laws or what comes to the same, the distinction between 

what ought to be done and what is done. Similarly, we have seen that for Sellars mere 

factual conformity is not sufficient to satisfactorily resolve the paradox generated by 

regulism; for correct conformity to a rule does not yield meaning; indeed, one can still 

conform to the rule correctly without understanding the move one has made. Brandom 

develops two arguments against the regularist’s identification of norms with patterns of 

behaviour from which he discerns the missing component for genuine normativity.  

The first argument goes as follows: a pattern is a descriptive notion that refers to 

the regularity in behaviour exhibited by a community, which makes it possible to pinpoint 

different types of behaviour. Thus, on this understanding, a norm is a type of behaviour 

observable in a specific community. Upon closer examination, a pattern typically refers to 

past behaviour in that one can only discern a pattern by observing how the relevant 

performance has been carried out in the past. The thought is that a pattern is a descriptive 

notion and descriptions can only be of past events. From this Brandom rightly infers that 

a pattern cannot involve novel cases of performance. For example, we know that human 

beings in certain communities have worn black when in bereavement. The regularist 

views the norm ‘one must wear black when in bereavement’ as nothing over and above 

the regularity of this occurrence. But Brandom’s contention is that  

there simply is no such thing as the pattern or regularity exhibited by a stretch of 
past behaviour, which can be appealed to in judging some candidate bit of future 
behavior as regular or irregular, and hence, on this line, as correct or incorrect. (MIE, 
28)  
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Not only is there no guarantee that this norm will be applied in novel (future) cases of 

performances, but nothing about a description of past behaviour gives us a clue on how 

to go on. Thus, to go back to the same example, nothing about the description of how a 

community behaved in funerals dictates how I myself must behave when in bereavement. 

A pattern is only a description and as such it cannot set the standard for novel cases; that 

is to say, it cannot institute a type of behaviour. Put differently, Brandom maintains that if 

it were true that the notion of pattern is sufficient to yield normatively significant 

performances it would be hard to see how that might be in practice; for describing how a 

community behaved in the past gives no indication as to how the same community will 

carry on this practice in the future. Integral to the notion of pattern is the idea that it is a 

mere description of what happened under certain circumstances from which it is possible 

to merely infer what would or might happen under the same circumstances. To conclude, 

only a norm that institutes behaviour could give rise to genuine rule-following behaviour, 

and thus be capable of opening up a space where humans go about their business 

understandingly. 

One could argue against Brandom that a pattern, though it does not institute a type 

of behaviour, at the very least presupposes that the behaviour is caused. Hence the 

notion of pattern does involve new cases of performances, precisely in that causality 

extends to future behaviour. But this is immediately refuted by Brandom’s second 

argument against regularism.     

The second argument Brandom puts forth against regularism is that a disposition 

or pattern of behaviour is not the sort of thing that can be violated. Any causal account of 

norms will be inadequate in that the notion of a mistake is not something that can be 
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accounted for by appealing to causal functioning alone. Causal functioning mechanisms 

admit not of mistakes but of mere occasional malfunctions: 

Understanding the norms implicit in practice as descriptively adequate rules 
codifying regularities of disposition (even if a unique set of such rules is forthcoming) 
loses the contrast between correct and mistaken performance that is of the essence 
of the sort of normative assessment being reconstructed. (MIE: 29) 

 Of course, some might be tempted to recognise the notion of a malfunction as normative, 

as for example Dennett recognises in his paper ‘Intentional Systems’. Nevertheless, the 

concept of malfunction is more on the causal side of explanation than on that of 

normativity, at least the way Brandom portrays it. This is to say that ‘malfunction’ 

presupposes a notion of inappropriateness tied to making a mistake. Hence, regularism 

treats instances of law-breaking as mere malfunctions in society, as it were. For example, 

a person who would show up to a funeral wearing colourful clothes does not count as 

violating the norms, on the regularist view, but as merely exhibiting statistically abnormal 

behaviour.  

Leaving room for the possibility of mistakes and failures in this way is one of the 
essential distinguishing features of the 'ought's that express government by norms 
in the sense that is being taken as characteristic of us, as opposed to it. The sense 
in which we are compelled by the norms that matter for intentionality, norms dictating 
what we are under various circumstances obliged to believe and to do, is quite 
different from natural compulsion. (MIE: 31) 

The difference between natural and normative compulsion is that the former is immediate 

whereas the latter is not: “the rules do not immediately compel us, as natural ones do. 

Their compulsion is rather mediated by our attitude toward those rules. What makes us 

act as we do is not the rule or norm itself but our acknowledgment of it” (MIE: 31). 

 Brandom’s argument can be recapitulated as follows: if normative behaviour came 

down to mere natural compulsion then the norms’ effect on us would be immediate. But 
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the fact that we can violate norms suggests that norms’ influence on us is not immediate. 

From this, Brandom concludes that norms are mediated by our attitudes toward them. 

This mediation is what allows for violation and for assessing attitudes to correct or 

sanction these violations.    

 In light of this discussion, there are two mediating attitudes that make the norm’s 

influence on us non-natural (i.e., not immediate): acknowledgment and assessment. On 

the one hand, the person carrying out the performance acknowledges the norm involved 

by performing it either correctly or incorrectly. On the other hand, other members of the 

community assess the person’s performance, thereby making it apparent that it is not up 

to the person carrying out the performance whether it was done correctly or incorrectly.  

Kant's principle that we are the ones who act not only according to rules but 
according to a conception of them is the claim that we are not merely subject to 
norms but sensitive to them. This principle has been taken over here by saying that 
we are characterized not only by normative statuses, but by normative attitudes—
which is to say not only that our performances are correct or incorrect according to 
various rules but also that we can in our practice treat them as correct or incorrect 
according to various rules (MIE: 33) 

 

The difference between acting according to rules and acting according to a conception of 

them is that in the former case one does not acknowledge the rules. This is to say that 

normative statuses (commitment and entitlement) depend on our practical attitudes 

toward them, what we take or treat as correct. To be bound by a norm in the sense of 

being sensitive to it is not only to do something correctly or incorrectly but to be assessed 

(or assessable) based on that performance. It is insufficient to simply say that the 

performance is either appropriate or inappropriate, one must treat it as appropriate or 

inappropriate, that is to say, adopt a normative attitude toward it. Already in this passage 

Brandom is hinting at the central role of I-thou relationships in normative practices.  
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The remainder of this section examines a sophisticated version of regularism 

which Brandom considers an advance over regularism in its simplest form. Brandom 

believes it more sophisticated because it has the resources to deal with the above 

criticism. That is, sophisticated regularism is unique in both remaining reductionist and 

yet accommodating the distinction between a correct or incorrect performance, on the 

one hand, and its treatment as correct or incorrect, on the other. The latter, as Brandom 

repeatedly emphasises, is a crucial component for genuine normativity.   

Such a story [sophisticated regularism] is a kind of regularity theory, but not a simple 
regularity theory. It does not identify a norm wherever there is a regularity of 
behavior. In keeping with Kant's insight (as transposed from an intellectualist to a 
pragmatist key), norms are discerned only where attitudes—acknowledgments in 
practice of the bindingness of those norms—play a mediating role in regularities. 
Only insofar as regularities are brought about and sustained by effective 
assessments of propriety, in the form of responsive classifications of performances 
as correct or incorrect, are regularities taken to have specifically normative force. 
The possibility of incorrect, inappropriate, or mistaken performances-those that do 
not accord with the norm-is explicitly allowed for. (MIE: 35, my comments)  

This sophisticated regularity theory is not a simple regularity theory because it does not 

construe norms as mere behavioural regularities. It is mindful of the Kantian lesson that 

regularities are epitomised in practical attitudes. That is, these regularities are reinforced 

by our acknowledgement and assessment of these norms. This means that, contrary to 

simple regularism, sophisticated regularism gives pride of place to the notion of mistake, 

the latter being for Brandom the hallmark of normativity. Sophisticated regularism is 

reductionist, all the same, insofar as assessing attitudes are understood as sanctions and 

punishments whose sole end is to positively or negatively reinforce a particular type of 

behaviour. Thus, reinforcement of dispositional regularities is all that is appealed to in 

making sense of the normative significance of a performance.  



  67 

Sophisticated regularism is the view, I suggest, to which Sellars unwittingly finds 

himself committed. Recall that for Sellars, the conditions that must be in place in order for 

our performances to be meaningful are patterns of behaviour which are at once 

conceptual and causal; causal because they are tied to a world and to each other as 

‘natural-linguistic’ occurrences; yet conceptual because they are situated in a network of 

principles espoused by members of a linguistic community. Sellars thinks that the only 

way to ensure that meaning be causally tied to the world is if norms are themselves 

causally efficacious. One way in which norms are causally efficacious is through their 

identification with patterns of behaviour. Be that as it may, sedimented behaviour 

becomes conceptual through social training. Indeed, a particular type of behaviour is 

conceptually meaningful because it is caught up in a space of reasons – an ‘ambience of 

principles,’ as Sellars puts it (PSIM: §114). But if a type of behaviour is no more than a 

pattern managed by a rational collectivity then it is reasonable to infer that social training 

for Sellars can only involve positive and negative reinforcement of types of behaviour. 

Sellars thus seems to be committed to the sophisticated version of regularism depicted 

by Brandom. But, as I show in a moment, Brandom is uncertain whether such account 

can hold water.  

Brandom argues that while the revised version of regularism can accommodate 

the distinction between what is done and what ought to be done through positive or 

negative reinforcement, there is reason to call into question its capacity to elucidate 

genuine normativity (MIE: 37). Its failure to account for normativity, the claim goes, comes 

from a mistaken construal of sociality. That is, Brandom’s diagnosis of the problem hinges 

on what social relations in normative assessment are taken to be. On the revised version 



  68 

of regularism, performances by individual members of the community are acknowledged 

and assessed by the standards of the community taken as a whole. What counts as 

appropriate behaviour for regularists is whatever the community at large deems 

appropriate. While for Brandom it is crucial for assessing attitudes to be understood in 

light of social relations, he sees the shortcomings of a notion of sociality understood as 

communal assessment. He contends that to view sociality as communal assessment is 

to personify the community, to talk about it as though it were an individual; obligations 

and entitlement, he emphasises, are something that only an individual is said to have. It 

is individual members of the community who make assessments, assent to and reject 

certain claims:  

First, the idea of communal performances, assessments, or verdicts on which it 
[sophisticated regularism] relies is a fiction. Second, the approach smuggles 
normative notions illicitly into what purports to be a reductive, nonnormative 
regularity theory. On the first point, communal assessment theorists have a 
tendency to personify the community, to talk about it as though it were able to do 
the same sorts of things that individual community members can do—perform 
additions, apply rules, assess performances, and so on. (MIE: 38, my comments) 

Thus, performances and their assessments in regularism take place at an I-we level, 

where ‘we’ stands for the community taken as a whole. This is a mistake for Brandom in 

that a performance and its assessment can only be undertaken by individuals. Brandom 

further contends that at the heart of any understanding of sociality are I-thou relations 

which themselves make up the community at large. This casts doubt on the attempt to 

explain an individual endorsement or repudiation in terms of regularities of endorsement 

and repudiation exercised by the community at large; for there is no such thing as a 

community in which all of its members behave in the same way without any violations.  
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This tendency to talk of the community as somehow having attitudes and producing 
performances of the sort more properly associated with individuals is neither 
accidental nor harmless. This facon de parler is of the essence of the communal 
assessment approach. It is a manifestation of the orienting mistake (about which 
more will be heard later) of treating I-we relations rather than I-thou relations as the 
fundamental social structure. Assessing, endorsing, and so on are all things we 
individuals do and attribute to each other, thereby constituting a community, a 'we'. 
But this insight is distorted by I-we spectacles—perhaps the same that have always 
been worn by political philosophers in conceiving their topic. The pretense of 
communal assessment is not harmless because the easy ways of cashing out the 
metaphor of community approval and so forth present familiar dilemmas. A notion 
of communal endorsement or repudiation might be built out of regularities of 
endorsement and repudiation by individual community members. But universal 
agreement is too much to ask, and how is it to be decided what less ought to count? 
(MIE: 39)  

Chapter One has suggested that while Sellars is wary of reducing norms to regular 

behaviour, he does think that our normative behaviour presents a regularist twist. But if 

the desired outcome is a theory of meaning that is capable of accommodating historical 

conceptual change then norms that answer to causal constraints (as in Sellars) give no 

more conceptual richness than regularist approaches. This section has examined the 

problem in a new light: Sellars’ commitment to reconciling the causal order with the 

normative order renders norms impotent in the sense that they fail to do what is expected 

of them, namely give genuine normativity. What is needed to get at genuine normativity 

is an account of norms that recognises the distinction between the performance itself and 

the attitude one adopts toward it. Although the latter distinction is integral to Sellars’ 

understanding of rule-following, his resolve to appeal to the notion of pattern makes him 

subject to the following criticism: the only way to have norms be both conceptual and 

causal is to appeal to a notion of sociality qua communal assessment. On this view, what 

is right is what the community at large deems right. But, as Brandom rightly argues, this 
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would be to personify the community, that is to say, to attribute to it properties that apply 

to individual subjects.  

The discussion in this section can be situated in the wider climate of the debate 

between what has come to be known as ‘left-wing’ and ‘right-wing’ Sellarsians, though it 

is not an instance of this debate. Sellars’ philosophical ambition to reconcile the causal 

order with the conceptual order has created a divide amongst his followers. The debate 

is whether Sellars’ manifest image can be wholly reduced to the scientific image, that is 

to say, whether human behaviour can ultimately be explained in purely naturalistic terms. 

Though there is no indication that Sellars holds this view, that many aspects of the 

manifest image will be explained away under the scientific image makes it hard to imagine 

how this would not impact the category of personhood. If we come to perceive the world 

through scientific gaze, it seems to suggest that we are straying from what makes persons 

persons. This is why left-wing Sellarsians reject Sellars’ claim that “in the dimension of 

describing and explaining the world, science is the measure of all things, of what is that it 

is and of what is not that it is not” (EPM§ 41). Sellarsians such as Brandom, Richard Rorty 

and John McDowell see more value in Sellars’ normative functionalism and want to 

preserve this aspect of Sellars’ work. This can help to elucidate Brandom’s emphasis on 

genuine normativity and his attempt to do justice to it. ‘Right-wing’ Sellarsians such as 

Jay Rosenberg and Daniel Dennett, by contrast, endorse the reducibility of the normative 

aspect of the manifest image to naturalist explanations. This same tension between the 

natural and the normative allowed me to read Sellars’ conception of normativity as a 

sophisticated version of regularism, the one supplied in this section (cf. O’Shea 2016).  
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In short, sociality, according to Brandom, must be intersubjective for genuine 

normativity to get off the ground. This picture will be complete in Chapter Three when 

Brandom’s Hegelian commitments are brought to light. To anticipate, the Hegelian social 

recognitive model construes conceptual contentfulness as dependent on reciprocal 

recognition of authority and responsibility, which is the building block of a community. In 

the meantime, the following section expounds Brandom’s inferentialism.  

2. Inferentialism 

 Inferentialism is a theory of meaning that breaks with the traditional order of 

explanation endorsed by representationalism. The latter begins with a primary conception 

of denotation relations between linguistic and non-linguistic items such as objects or sets 

of objects in the world. From these truth conditions are derived truth for sentences built 

out of subsentential relations of reference and denotation. From these in turn a notion of 

goodness of inference is determined.  

The designational model is objectionable on two grounds connected with the 
distinction of grammatical category between sentences and subsentential 
expressions such as singular terms. First, it assumes that the relation between a 
singular term and the object it picks out or refers to, for instance that between a 
name and its bearer, is antecedently intelligible—hat the notion of tagging or labeling 
something can be made sense of before one considers the use of such tags or labels 
in saying something (paradigmatically, in making a claim). In this way, the strategy 
runs afoul of the principle of the pragmatic priority of the propositional, which is 
discussed further along.  
 
Second, it assumes that the notion of representation as reference picked out in this 
way for the category of singular terms and predicates can be univocally and 
unproblematically extended to apply to the category of sentences. Sentences are 
understood as representing states of affairs, in the same sense that singular terms 
represent objects (and in the same sense that predicates represent properties or 
sets of objects). (MIE: 69) 
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The problem with representationalism, particularly in the form of the designational model, 

Brandom contends (in this respect following Sellars’ semantics), is that it assumes that 

the relation between a subsentential expression and the object it picks out is intelligible 

in and of itself. Moreover, representationalist models, Brandom argues, are premised on 

the assumption that the notion of representation which holds between a singular term and 

the object it picks out can then be extended to sentences. But there is nothing that 

warrants the extension from representation of objects to representation of states of affairs. 

In sum, representationalism in Brandom’s view takes for granted both the relationship 

between names and the objects they name, on the one hand, and the possibility of 

extending this relationship to sentences and states of affairs, on the other. More to the 

point, the mistake, he thinks, stems from the confusion of what is represented by a 

sentence with what is expressed by it, the content of belief with the object of belief.  

Against this traditional model of explanation, Brandom advances two theses which 

are constitutive of inferentialism: the first states that semantics as the study of the 

contents of judgment must answer to pragmatics, the study of the force of those contents, 

namely attitudes and performances that are contentful. Thus, conceptual contentfulness 

turns on the performances and attitudes of subjects situated in a linguistic community 

(MIE: 83). The second thesis states that the minimal unit of cognition, the minimal 

graspable is not a sub-sentential expression that picks out an object, but a judgment or 

assertion (MIE:92). The remainder of this section focuses on the second thesis whereas 

the first thesis will be the subject-matter of section 3.  

 As regards the second thesis, judgment does not come down to mere 

‘classification’, otherwise inferentialism becomes representationalist in spirit. To be sure, 
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Brandom often uses the term ‘classification’ to talk about crude cases of classification in 

the sense of causal regularity. As such, animals or even irritable devices such as 

thermostats are capable of ‘classification’9. 

Classification by the exercise of regular differential responsive dispositions may be 
a necessary condition of concept use, but it is clearly not a sufficient one. Such 
classification may underlie the use of concepts, but it cannot by itself constitute 
discursiveness. (MIE: 87).  

As we have seen above, we are sentient beings insofar as we ‘classify’ our environment 

by responding differentially to stimuli. The latter is a necessary feature of conceptual 

activity but not a sufficient one. In particular, animals have the capacity to respond 

differentially to cues in their environment. The most illuminating example is the parrots’ 

capacity to produce vocal responses; in particular, parrots can be trained to use these 

vocal responses as means to classify their environment. This example is interesting in 

that parrots have the capacity to produce articulate utterances, though their behaviour is 

by no means linguistic.  

 If inferentialism claims that conceptual activity demarcates humans from animals 

then surely judgment understood as mere ‘classification’ in the sense of simply having a 

reliable differential response disposition (RDRD’s) cannot be the paradigm of conceptual 

activity. What is missing is a normative dimension that makes room for correct and 

incorrect applications of concepts. The aim of the demarcation question between 

sapience and sentience is not so much to catalogue points of commonality and 

differences between two forms of awareness as to appreciate what is essential to 

 
9 Sellars uses the term ‘classification’ in the sense of conceptual classification (Cf. SRLG: § 21). While their use of 

the term ‘classification’ differs, they both agree that such bare response— whether it is called classification or 

otherwise—taken in isolation is not yet meaningful.  
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linguistic behaviour. The parrot example is illuminating because on the surface both 

human beings and parrots are doing the same thing, i.e., they are both capable of 

producing a reliable verbal response to different kinds of objects. What demarcates 

human beings from parrots is the human ability to understand the sounds they utter, which 

is expressed in what a human being can go on to say and do: 

What practical capacities of the human distinguish the reporter from the instrument 
or the parrot? What, besides exercise of regular differential responsive dispositions, 
must one be able to do, in order to count as having or grasping concepts, and so as 
able to perform not only classification but specifically conceptual classification? (MIE 
88) 

For Brandom it is crucial to explain the practical capacity to apply concepts appropriately 

and hence understandingly without making the circular move of appealing to intentionality 

as a primitive or unexplained explainer. Thus, to answer the demarcation question, what 

is distinctively sapient is the practical ability to make different moves in the game of giving 

and asking for reasons, that is, the ability to know one’s way around an inferential network.  

 That the minimal unit of awareness is a judgment is directly associated with the 

holistic character of conceptuality. Holism signifies that a concept is always caught up in 

an inferential network, that is to say, is never a concept in isolation (MIE: 89). In order for 

individual concepts to be meaningful at all, they must be inferentially related to many other 

concepts, more specifically to a network of concepts. Thus, one isolated response is not 

sufficient on its own to yield understanding or meaningfulness. In fact, it would not be a 

conceptual response at all. The latter derives entirely from a response’s norm-constrained 

or governed role in inferences. What is required is that the conceptual response play the 

role of a premise from which it would be possible to draw conclusions in one instance and 

that of the consequence of another premise or premises in another instance. In short, for 
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a conceptual response to be meaningful – to be conceptual or have conceptual ‘content’ 

in the first place – it must have an inferential role. Notice, however, that it is not that there 

are concepts, and then they get ‘meaning’ by being inferentially related; rather, it is the 

inferential network that makes such a thing as concept or conceptual content possible at 

all (MIE: 95-96). 

According to inferentialism, meaning or conceptual contents are the result of the 

interconnection of concepts in an inferential network. Put differently, inferential activity in 

a linguistic community is what produces meaning. That is, a proposition is meaningful if it 

is entangled in a space where subjects treat it as a reason for other claims and by the 

same token justify the proposition itself by appealing to yet other claims. Inferences are 

made up of both premises and conclusions. Therefore, the minimal unit in which one can 

make a move in the game of giving and asking of reasons is a sentence or a proposition 

and not a name. The inferential role played by a proposition depends on both the 

conclusions that follow from it and its antecedents, i.e., when it is appropriate to assert it.  

To grasp or understand a concept is, according to Sellars [and Brandom concurs], 
to have practical mastery over the inferences it is involved in—to know, in the 
practical sense of being able to distinguish, what follows from the applicability of a 
concept, and what it follows from. (MIE: 89, my comments) 

Brandom relies on a Dummettian model to elucidate his view that conceptual 

contentfulness stems from inferential mastery of concepts. There are indeed two aspects 

to any use of linguistic expression or conceptual content: the circumstances under which 

it is appropriate to make use of it and the consequences that follow from applying a 

linguistic expression. This relates to inferentialism  

via the principle that the content to which one is committed by using the concept or 
expression may be represented by the inference one implicitly endorses by such 



  76 

use, the inference, namely, from the circumstances of appropriate employment to 
the appropriate consequences of such employment. (AR: 62)10  

Brandom contends that understanding the propositional content of a linguistic expression 

comes down to mastering the inference from the appropriate circumstances of asserting 

it to the consequences of its endorsement. This formulation brings out the link between 

pragmatic force and inferential content; for understanding an expression no longer counts 

as “the turning on of a Cartesian light”, as Brandom puts it, but rather as a kind of know-

how, a practical mastery of inferential ties (AR: 63). In short, the first aspect of the 

Dummettian model involves responding differentially to the appropriate circumstances of 

application and the second aspect has to do with drawing the proper conclusions. Both 

aspects are essential to conceptual contentfulness. 

Brandom is indeed critical of one-sided theories of meaning that focus on one 

aspect of concept application, namely the circumstances under which it is appropriate to 

use the concept. Brandom takes issue with such theories on the grounds that the 

circumstances of application of a concept do not exhaust the meaning of a linguistic 

expression. Indeed, it is clear that two expressions can have the same circumstances of 

application but different meanings. Consider “I will write a book about Hegel” and “I 

foresee writing a book about Hegel.” Substituting one expression for the other in the latter 

example is accepting the risky conditional that “that if I foresee writing a book about Hegel 

 
10 According to Brandom, Dummett borrows this model from Gentzen who initially used it to determine the meaning 

of logical connectives. To determine the use of logical connectives both what he calls an introduction and elimination 

rules are needed. The former specifies the inferentially sufficient conditions for employing the logical connective 

which do not contain the connective whereas elimination rules specify necessary consequences of the employment of 

the connective that do contain the connective.  Thus, the introduction rule goes as follows: anyone who is committed 

to p and is committed to q is thereby committed to p & q. The elimination rule goes as follows: anyone who is 

committed to p & q thereby counts as committed to p and q. Dummett takes it that the Gentzen model can be 

generalised to the meanings of linguistic expressions of all sorts.  (AR: 62) 
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then I will write a book about Hegel”. (AR: 64) To focus merely on the circumstances of 

application is to ignore the demarcation question between humans and animals. What 

demarcates us from parrots who are trained to produce verbal responses is precisely that 

we have mastery of a large web of inferences. These include both the circumstances of 

application and their consequences.   

 That inferential relations among concepts are implicit in the practice of giving and 

asking for reasons entails that one need not call to mind or even assert all the relevant 

inferential consequences in order for it to count as a conceptual response. In other words, 

one can use and manipulate concepts properly without always making explicit how they 

are interrelated, what follows from them or what they follow from.   

Inferential relations among concepts are implicit in the practice of giving and asking 
for reasons. The norms that govern these justificatory practices can be understood 
to confer inferentially articulated contents on the states, attitudes, and performances 
subject to them: for something to have such content just is for such norms to 
determine how it is correctly used or manipulated. The status of inference as 
something that can be done accordingly holds out the promise of securing an 
appropriate relation between pragmatics, the study of the practices, and semantics, 
the study of the corresponding contents. (MIE: 91) 

 For example, the meaning of the word ‘red’ is how it is used, the circumstances 

under which it is appropriate to employ it, what follows from it. It follows from the term red 

that it is a ‘colour’, that it is not green blue or orange etc. These basic conceptual tools 

gradually start to populate the world of a toddler and allows her to make sense of the 

world. While this example is a crude one, Brandom’s inferentialism extends to the most 

complex strata of language. For example, the concept ‘sovereignty’ is inferentially related 

to the concept of ‘foreign state’ and questions having to do with how much a state should 

depend on other neighbouring states etc. Inferential ties do not merely involve perceptual 
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concepts but extend to language as a whole. Different strata composed of different 

vocabularies make up different inferential networks that one can navigate correctly or 

incorrectly.11 Meaning comes down to mastery of these terms, surely not in the abstract 

but as part and parcel of a practice. Brandom does not seem to separate between mastery 

of words and manipulation of say paraphernalia. These all require playing a language 

game.  

 The justificatory practices to which Brandom adverts epitomise our daily dealings 

and doings. Meaningfulness harks back to these justificatory practices. Human beings 

are not just living organisms but meaning mongers, creatures with understanding. This 

makes the game of giving and asking for reasons a lifelong engagement. We perpetually 

engage in correctional everyday conversation that maintains the up and running norms in 

a particular linguistic community. Of course, one can opt out of these practices but only 

at the cost of not having anything to say or do.   

 The aim of the following section is to elucidate how implicit inferential correctness 

is something that can be made sense of in the practice where practitioners give and 

demand reasons.  

3. Linguistic practice 

 
11Chapter Five will show that meaning for Derrida is the differential play of signs in provisional networks. This means 
that the meaning of a word is how it differs from others words in a differential network. But since these signs can 
always reconfigure, the differential networks can only be provisional. Hence, Derrida, like Brandom takes it that 
terms are interrelated. But for Derrida they are defined but what they are not as opposed to simply how they 
inferentially relate to other concepts.  
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This section examines what it means for semantics, the study of the contents of 

judgment, to answer to pragmatics, the study of the force of those contents, namely 

attitudes and performances that are contentful. Accordingly, this section specifies the 

structure which linguistic practices must exhibit in order to confer conceptual contents on 

the various practical attitudes and performances of its practitioners. The aim is to show 

how conceptual contentfulness is generated in praxis through different attitudes in a 

linguistic practice. The description of such structure, as Brandom sees it, must be 

complete in the sense that it must be sufficient to confer conceptual content on various 

performances.  

The explanatory strategy pursued here is to begin with an account of social 
practices, identify the particular structure they must exhibit in order to qualify as 
specifically linguistic practices, and then con- sider what different sorts of semantic 
contents those practices can confer on states, performances, and expressions 
caught up in them in suitable ways. (MIE: xiii) 

As it turns out, the short answer to the question how it is that we get propositional 

content is that at the heart of a linguistic discursive practice is a language-game that can 

be made explicit through the game of giving and asking for reasons. The basic move or 

counter in this game is the making of a claim, which would then count as a reason for 

other claims and for which reasons can be demanded and given. Normativity is also 

integral to the structure of linguistic practice that must be in place in order for our various 

performances to be contentful; that is, it is not sufficient to make a move in the game of 

giving and asking for reasons but one’s move or claim must be assessed as appropriate 

or inappropriate. In sum, this structure is composed of performative attitudes on the one 

hand and assessing attitudes on the other, both sufficient to generate conceptual 

contentfulness (MIE: xviii). 
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For Brandom, not all beliefs are overt or explicitly avowed; in particular, beliefs are 

for the most part implicit in the subjects’ doings or sayings. Because of this, Brandom 

observes, there seems to be a temptation to explain assertions or overt claims in terms 

of more ‘primitive’ intentionality of thought taken as basic. As the rational agency model 

has it, propositional contents would be conferred on linguistic expressions by virtue of 

some intentional mental states which themselves involve objective truth conditions. 

Propositional content would then be reduced to a basic form of intentionality, or more 

particularly, an intention on the part of the interlocutor to convey a particular content. 

Brandom, like Sellars, reverses this order of explanation; the inferentialist must not rely 

on intentional vocabulary to explain propositional contents. On the contrary, belief is to 

be modelled on assertion and not the other way around: 

The idea pursued here is that the state or status of believing is essentially, and not 
merely accidentally, related to the linguistic performance of claiming. Beliefs are 
essentially the sort of thing that can be expressed by making an assertion.” (MIE: 
153)  

In the same vein, Brandom contends that inferential articulation is not something 

a single individual can carry out. Rather than being the result of primitive intentionality, 

inferring is essentially social and more specifically interpersonal. Deliberation or 

introspection is modelled on interpersonal public exchange of different attitudes and not 

the result of some internal mental property. 

Deliberation is the internalization of the interpersonal, communicative practice of 
giving reasons to and asking reasons of others, just as judgment is the 
internalization of a public process of assertion. Inferring cannot be understood apart 
from asserting. (MIE: 158)  
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It is possible to infer from the latter that Brandom’s view is similar to thinkers like the early 

Heidegger who conceive of subjectivity not as an identity that underlies all of our doings 

and dealings but as nothingness or as a series of projects (c.f. Being and Time: H13). 

What this means is that no underlying unity constitutes the core of the subject; as we 

have already emphasised, there is no primitive intentionality that constitutes subjectivity. 

More on this in Chapter Three. Brandom thus thinks that intersubjectivity underlies all 

conceptions of subjectivity; what synthesises subjectivity is the cluster of commitments 

one has previously made. Although more needs to be said about this, this sketch of 

subjectivity warrants the interpretation that there is no core that underlies the subject.   

For Brandom to judge is to be responsible for some judgeable content. This 

responsibility is more specifically a ‘task-responsibility’ to integrate more commitments or 

judgeable contents into a unity, the unity of apperception he calls it, following Kant. The 

latter is composed of the cluster of commitments to which the subject has previously 

committed herself. For one cannot make sense of the notion of subjectivity independently 

of the notion of concomitant commitments that a subject is said to have at different stages 

of the game. Hence, the unity Brandom speaks of cannot be viewed as a core because it 

is clear that the cluster of commitments that constitutes subjectivity is not the same at 

different stages of someone’s life. Brandom takes himself to be offering a new reading of 

Kantian themes with the intent to integrate them into his project of elaborating a structure 

that any linguistic practice must exhibit in order for it to count as generating propositional 

content. Brandom equates this ‘task-responsibility’ of incorporating new commitments 

into the cluster of commitments which the subject possesses with the activity of 
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synthesising a transcendental unity of apperception. This is Brandom’s summary of the 

Kantian legacy: 

That is that the responsibility one undertakes in judging (and there is a parallel story 
about endorsing a practical maxim) is generically a kind of task responsibility: the 
responsibility to do something. Specifically, it is the responsibility to integrate the 
judgment into a unity of apperception. Synthesizing a unity of apperception is the 
activity that provides the background and the context in which episodes can have 
the significance of judgings. (RIP:35-36) 

 There are three crucial moments characteristic of this task-responsibility. First, in 

order to integrate new judgments, the subject must make sure they are consistent with 

the cluster of judgements at her disposal. If they are inconsistent then she is expected to 

revise her previous commitments in light of more recent ones so as to eliminate 

inconsistencies. The subject at this stage is faced with a choice: either she renounces 

commitments which are at odds with the new prospective commitment or she rejects the 

new judgeable content on the grounds that it is incompatible with her previous 

commitments. This is what Brandom characterises as the subject’s ‘critical responsibility’ 

(RIP: 36). The second moment is the subject’s ‘ampliative responsibility’. The latter 

consists in drawing possible consequences from the cluster of commitments at the 

subject’s disposal. The suggestion is not that one must foresee all the possible 

consequences that follow from a particular judgeable content, but rather some of the 

consequences (RIP:36). Finally, the responsibility to justify one’s endorsement of a given 

claim is integral to these practices. That is, if the subject is probed about her endorsement 

of a given claim, she should vindicate it by appealing to other claims that would serve as 

reasons for her endorsement. Otherwise, one loses the status of authority in the 

community: 
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Specifically, in making a claim, one undertakes the conditional task responsibility to 
demonstrate one's entitlement to the claim, if that entitlement is brought into 
question. Justifying the claim when it is queried, giving reasons for it when reasons 
are asked for, is one way to discharge this obligation. If the commitment can be 
defended, entitlement to it demonstrated by justifying the claim, then endorsement 
of it can have genuine authority, an entitlement that can be inherited. (MIE: 172) 

 Note that Brandom does not regard the default structure of the language game as 

one that necessarily invokes justification at all times. On the contrary, such a practice as 

he views it, could not get off the ground. This is because it would generate an infinite 

regress of justification which undoubtedly is not representative of the way our linguistic 

practices operate. Suppose whenever a move is made in the game of giving and asking 

for reasons its justification must immediately ensue. But then the justification, which is 

itself a move in the game, would necessitate its own justification and so on without end. 

If every uttered sentence must be vindicated then it would be hard to make any claim 

really (MIE: 177).   

 The subject who undertakes a commitment in the game of giving and asking for 

reasons is thereby doing two things: first, she is entitling other practitioners to attribute a 

commitment to her. Second, she takes responsibility for her claim by vindicating it, should 

someone question it. That is, she has to demonstrate her entitlement, should it be 

challenged. Hence, the possibility of vindication in the game of giving and asking for 

reasons is such that the claim the subject advances becomes available for others to make 

use of it. The normative practice as depicted here is understood in terms of what Brandom 

calls deontic statuses, namely: commitment and entitlement.  

Here, then, is a way of thinking about implicitly normative social practices. Social 
practices are games in which each participant exhibits various deontic statuses – 
that is, commitments and entitlements – and each practically significant 
performance alters those statuses in some way. The significance of the performance 
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is how it alters the deontic statuses of the practitioners. Looking at the practices a 
little more closely involves cashing out the talk of deontic statuses by translating it 
into talk of deontic attitudes. (MIE: 166) 

A deontic status signifies the cluster of commitments and entitlements when the subject 

makes a move in the game of giving and asking for reasons. The significance of a 

performance is how it changes the cluster of commitments and entitlements at a given 

stage of the game.  

 To elucidate, consider the following situation: I once overheard a man conversing 

with a woman he had just met in a café. He overtly described himself as someone 

sensitive to feminist concerns and expressed his dissatisfaction with women’s situation in 

the Middle East. He then went on to make the additional claim that in a country like 

Lebanon having feminist concerns gets translated into taking care of women. By taking 

care of women men make sure that they are not oppressed. In other words, his overt 

endorsement is that being a feminist from a male’s perspective comes down to taking 

care of women. These tripartite commitments exhibit a tension that can be pointed out by 

a fellow practitioner. In particular, either this man must not call himself a feminist or he 

must be aware that saying that women need to be cared for is replicating the same 

oppressive model that feminists have been trying to shake off.   

 Changes can occur at a later stage in the game in light of tensions but they also 

need not. Brandom takes treating someone as committed to a particular claim as keeping 

score on their deontic status, that is to say on the various commitments that one has and 

whether it accords with one’s other commitments, whether certain moves are permissible 

etc. One’s deontic status is not fixed, but is rather subject to change at different stages of 
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the game. Thus, the significance of a performance is how it affects the score, how it alters 

the set of commitments at the individual’s disposal, if it alters them at all: 

The significance of a performance is the difference it makes in the deontic score-
that is, the way in which it changes what commitments and entitlements the practitio- 
ners, including the performer, attribute to each other and acquire, acknowledge, or 
undertake themselves. (MIE: 166) 

The basic move in the linguistic practice is the undertaking of a commitment or 

making an assertion. From this basic move one inherits a number of other commitments. 

This is what Brandom calls a commitment-preserving inferential relation. An obvious 

example would be that if I commit myself to the claim that there is a shooting going on in 

the building next to me then I also ought to be committed to the claim that this place 

presents a danger, that it is my duty as a responsible citizen to stop other people from 

entering the building. Brandom takes it that at every stage of the practice, any advanced 

claim commits the person to a number of other commitments. It does not follow, however, 

that this person ought to foresee all such commitive inferential relations. In short, the 

source of new commitments is always a commitment. (MIE, 168-169) 

By the same token, entitlements can also be inherited from other entitlements but 

they need not compel the practitioner to endorse the conclusion that ensues from certain 

premises. This is what Brandom calls ‘entitlement-preserving’ inferential relations (MIE: 

169). For example, the juror is licensed to believe that the defendant is guilty of first-

degree murder for the reason that their DNA has been found on the alleged crime 

weapon. But the evidence does not compel them to endorse the claim, for it could well be 

that due to other circumstances the crime scene has been contaminated, or something 

to that effect.  
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 In sum, a normative practice manifests some specific combination of authority and 

responsibility. Deontic statuses are species of practical attitudes, that is to say, they are 

not free-floating natural entities; there are commitments because people treat each other 

as committed; there are entitlements because people treat each other as entitled. 

Undertaking a commitment involves a responsibility in the sense that it is not enough to 

put forward a claim; for this claim itself commits one to other claims, is subject to 

challenges that the subject must be able to defend or ultimately forego if need be. This is 

the sense of responsibility that such practices entail. The subject acquires by the same 

token a certain authority in the linguistic community in that other members start to make 

use and rely on her claims and defer to her authority. This picture is yet to be completed 

in Chapter Three so as to include diachronic descriptions of these linguistic practices. 

Historicity will be seen as a crucial component of meaning. The inheritance of 

commitments and entitlements does not simply take place synchronically. Diachronic I-

thou relationships will be further elucidated as part of Brandom’s narrative on how radical 

conceptual change transpires.   

4. Implicit and explicit inferential rules 

This section examines the relationship between implicit proprieties of inferences 

and their explicitation. There are two ways of understanding the relationship between 

implicit proprieties of inferences and their explicit expression: either implicit proprieties of 

inferences are treated as prior to their explicitation or as derived from them. A material 

inference is an inference whose correctness obtains by virtue of the conceptual content 

of its premises and conclusions; that is, its inferential license is not always overt. Thus, a 

material inference is an inference whose goodness is evaluated not by a logically or 
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formally valid licensing rule but by its conceptual content. Indeed, inferential propriety is 

implicit in the know-how mastery of conceptual tools which is distinct from theoretical 

knowing-that forms of knowledge.  

There are general reasons to prefer an order of explanation that begins with what is 
implicit in practice (what people do) and proceeds to an account of what they 
explicitly believe or say, over one taking the opposite tack. Only in this way can one 
hope to understand believing or saying in terms of more primitive capacities 
(knowing-that in terms of knowing-how) … On the formalist line, anything that has 
any inferential capacities at all is credited with mastery of a battery of logical 
concepts and the corresponding inference rules without which they would be without 
content. (MIE: 101, my italics)   

The formalist line of thought understands material inferences as enthymemes, that 

is to say as, truncated inferences. The idea is that material inferences need to be 

supplemented with the missing ‘suppressed’ premise in order for its endorsement to be 

warranted. What is needed on this line of thought is to supply a material inference with 

the hidden premise in the form of a rule or principle. In the case of logical formalism, the 

rule or principle is a conditional claim that licenses the endorsement of an inference. 

Brandom adopts the reverse order of explanation that treats material inferences as prior 

to logical inferences. Logic’s main task on this pragmatist approach is to make explicit 

what is implicit in material inferences. 

To be sure, every linguistic practice affords its practitioners a set of conceptual 

tools. That is, subjects inherit these tools by virtue of partaking in a linguistic practice. 

Making use of concepts involves navigating their inferential ties, as it were. With this in 

mind, Brandom holds that the notion of a formally valid inference is derived from that of a 

materially correct one. In particular, he distinguishes between two subsets of vocabularies 

in the premises and conclusions of an inference: the first subset includes formal or 
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privileged vocabulary which is held fixed by definition. The second subset comprises non-

privileged vocabulary which Brandom defines as replaceable vocabulary. His contention 

is that an inference can be treated as formally valid with respect to a subset of privileged 

vocabulary (k-vocabulary, he calls it) if it is first and foremost valid by virtue of its 

conceptual content and then if one were to substitute non-privileged for non-privileged 

vocabulary the inferences would not turn into a bad one. Note that the fixed vocabulary 

is not necessarily logical vocabulary, it can be any sort of specialised vocabulary. Only if 

the fixed vocabulary is logical, is the inference a logically valid one:  

If the K-vocabulary (that which is not substituted for) is logical vocabulary, then the 
good inferences whose correctness is invariant under substitution of non-K for non-
K vocabulary (nonlogical for nonlogical vocabulary) are the logically valid 
inferences—namely those that are good in virtue of their logical form. (MIE: 104)  

What motivates Brandom’s rejection of the formalist line is his commitment to what 

Sellars calls the Socratic method. The latter is a sort of mechanism through which our 

linguistic practices are brought under rational scrutiny by meticulously stating our 

commitments and endorsements and weighing these in the light of other commitments 

and endorsements. This is taken as an ongoing laborious exercise which suggests that 

conceptual structures are not immutable but are constantly changing in order to become 

more determinate and hence more rational. The role of any formal language in general 

and logic in particular is to make explicit by asserting what remains implicit in inferential 

practices. Logical vocabulary allows linguistic expressions to be confronted with 

objections from which other claims become possible. Recall that within one and the same 

linguistic practice not all moves are full-blown articulated assertions. While logic allows 

for the possibility of full articulation of claims, it is not primary in any special sense. We 
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always already find ourselves in a practice that deploys an array of concepts. Logic turns 

out to be a mere aid to explicitly articulate what we were implicitly doing all along.  

More than this, he [Sellars] understands the function of such statements to be 
making explicit, in the form of assertible rules, commitments that had hitherto 
remained implicit in inferential practices. Socratic method is a way of bringing our 
practices under rational control, by expressing them explicitly in a form in which they 
can be confronted with objections and alternatives, a form in which they can be 
exhibited as the conclusions of inferences seeking to justify them on the basis of 
premises advanced as reasons, and as premises in further inferences exploring the 
consequences of accepting them. (MIE, 106) 

Logic in the form of the conditional allows conceptual contents to undergo rational scrutiny 

by bringing conceptual interrelations to light. For in order to dispute the goodness of an 

inference, the inferential license must be made explicit. Of course, one can just reject the 

material-inferential conclusion without necessarily making the inferential rule explicit. That 

would in practice challenge the propriety of the inference. But logic enables us to 

formulate and consider the inference explicitly. The advantage of expressing conceptual 

content explicitly in the form of an assertion is that it allows both its clarification and its 

rectification.  

 These practices require a long exercise of rational scrutiny before their conceptual 

contents are rectified, which in turn allows conceptual contents to evolve into better 

norms. Practical mastery requires the long process of social training, of being exposed to 

the norms embedded in a linguistic practice. From this it is safe to infer that specialists 

tend to master more inferential ties than non-specialists. For example, although patients 

nowadays are familiar with medical concepts and can speak about complex mechanisms 

meaningfully, they are by no means in possession of fine-grained knowledge. Consulting 

a medical professional is indispensable because whatever understanding a patient may 
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have of the complex mechanisms underlying their condition, that understanding is not 

specialised. This, no doubt, goes back to the idea that to master a concept one must 

master many others, not all the possible inferential connections there are, but a sufficient 

amount to count as having understood the meaning of any concept. Thus, a patient 

understands the meaning of the concept kidney failure and what it entails in such a way 

that they can speak meaningfully about it. But a specialist understands many other 

complex inferential relations that allow them to treat the patient. Similarly, recall the 

example of the concepts of espionage and sovereignty in the context of Lebanese politics. 

One can say Hezbollah supporters have minimal inferential understanding of what it is 

means to conspire against a state; they take it that if someone opposes a party that on 

paper resisted foreign occupation, then they must be an agent. For who would not want 

to support such party. But they fail to see all the inferential intricacies tied to the context, 

chief among which are the sectarian divisions that have always plagued Lebanon, the 

absence of a real state, the party’s totalitarian and Islamist agenda.  

The game of giving and asking for reasons is the practice through which concepts 

are brought under rational scrutiny. This makes it difficult to attribute to language a static 

and immutable structure from the outset or to suppose that concepts are settled in 

advance. In this vein, Brandom takes Dummett to contend that that there exists a special 

condition imposed on the relation between introduction and elimination rules in logic: that 

they be harmonious; that is to say that introduction of a new constant to any logical 

vocabulary must be a conservative extension of it. Brandom cites the following passage 

from Dummett: 
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In the case of a logical constant, we may regard the introduction rules governing it 
as giving conditions for the assertion of a statement of which it is the main operator, 
and the elimination rules as giving the consequences of such a statement: the 
demand for harmony between them is then expressible as the requirement that the 
addition of the constant to a language produces a conservative extension of that 
language. (AR: 68) 

The ideal of harmony between introduction and elimination rules of inference simply 

means that there needs to be some consistency between the circumstances under which 

it is appropriate to use the term and what the term entails. The term whose introduction 

and elimination rules are harmonious would be a conservative extension of the language. 

For example, Dummett thinks that what is wrong with highly charged words such as 

‘Boch’, ‘nigger’, ‘faggot’ etc. is that they provide a non-conservative extension of the 

language. (AR: 71) 

But this ideal of harmony cannot to be extended to whole of language, Brandom 

argues. Whereas harmony is needed for logical vocabulary, outside of logic, conservative 

extensions to the language make little sense. Brandom further remarks that the word 

‘Boch’ for instance necessitates for its application that someone be of German nationality. 

However, such application entails that the person is barbarous and cruel. One cannot use 

the term ‘Boch’ to describe any German on the grounds that one cannot admit that there 

are ‘Boch’ and deny that they are cruel. If one wants to resist the claim that this German 

is barbarous then one must not use the word at all, Brandom contends. 

Brandom believes it a mistake to think that what is wrong with the concept ‘Boch’ 

is that its addition is non-conservative as he takes Dummett to maintain. Indeed, 

Dummett, on Brandom’s interpretation, takes it that we need to ponder how the 

circumstances and the consequences of application of concepts should fit together in 
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such a way that there is harmony between the two. Brandom, contrariwise, argues that 

highly charged concepts show that they implicitly involve a material inference that is not 

yet made explicit; in this case the implicit inference is that Germans who are ‘Boch’ are 

barbarous and cruel. Of course, not all concepts contain implicit consequences of 

application. But this is not reason to posit an ideal of harmony in language between 

circumstances of concept-application and its consequences. That is simply not how 

language operates.  

Critical thinkers, or merely fastidious ones, must examine their idioms to be sure 
that they are prepared to endorse and so defend the appropriateness of the material 
inferential transitions implicit in the concepts they employ. In Reason’s fight against 
thought debased by prejudice and propaganda, the first rule is that potentially 
controversial material inferential commitments should be made explicit as claims, 
exposing them both as vulnerable to reasoned challenge and as in need of reasoned 
defense. They must not be allowed to remain curled up inside loaded phrases such 
as ‘enemy of the people’ or ‘law and order’. (AR: 70)   

 Brandom contends that what is at stake in evaluating the introduction of a concept 

to the language is not whether it has been endorsed before but rather whether the 

inference implicit in the concept is one that ought to be endorsed. Brandom goes on to 

add that it would be very peculiar for a language in which the material inferences implicit 

in every conceptual content represents a conservative extension of the language. Indeed, 

it would be peculiar if the only inferences that are licensed in a language are the ones 

that have been licensed before:  

Such a system is an idealization, because all of its concepts would already be out 
in the open; none remaining hidden, to be revealed only by drawing conclusions 
from premises that have never been conjoined before, following out unexplored lines 
of reasoning, drawing consequences one was not previously aware one would be 
entitled or committed to by some set of premises. In short, this would be a case 
where Socratic reflection, making implicit commitments explicit and examining their 
consequences and possible justifications, would never motivate one to alter 
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contents or commitments. Such complete transparency of commitment and 
entitlement is in some sense an ideal projected by the sort of Socratic practice that 
finds current contents and commitments wanting by confronting them with one 
another, pointing out inferential features of each of which we were unaware. (AR:  
72-73) 

This harmony is never obtained from the outset. Our language is never settled in advance. 

Conceptual contents are always subjected to rational scrutiny which allows our concepts 

to evolve in time and to require the introduction of new concepts. We need to constantly 

ask whether the inference from the circumstances to the consequences of application is 

one that ought to be endorsed. This means that the Socratic method cannot be 

implemented once and for all; all of our practices are in constant state of revision such 

that our concepts are always subject to change in light of reasons and challenges. 

 This chapter gives an exposition of the main premises of inferentialism, according 

to Brandom. While he is largely indebted to Sellars, he tries to articulate meaning without 

resorting to the notion of pattern for the reason that the latter loses sight of genuine 

normativity. Without normativity, Brandom maintains, meaning is lost. This chapter shows 

that semantics answers to pragmatics which entails that no meanings are settled in 

advance. Meaning depends on inferential relations between norms that are implicit in 

subject’s practical attitudes. Meanings obtain in the game of giving and asking for 

reasons, in practical attitudes and performances. This suggests that meaning requires 

that concepts be ceaselessly brought under rational scrutiny. This chapter hints at the 

importance of I-thou relationships of authority and responsibility in the game of giving and 

asking for reasons. Chapter Three builds on the latter to make it a narrative about 

historical conceptual change.  
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Chapter Three: Radical Conceptual Change as Rational Progression 

Chapter Two has expounded Brandom’s overall inferentialist framework. Two 

theses constitute this framework: inferentialist semantics and normative pragmatics. 

According to the first, meaning comes down to the role of judgments within a network of 

inferences. This is premised on the claim that the minimal unit of cognition or meaning is 

a judgment and not a subsentential expression. The second thesis defines meaning as a 

doing in a social environment. More particularly, meaning is the result of scorekeeping 

activity in the game of giving and asking for reasons. The basic counter in the game where 

contenders demand and seek reasons is a judgment or assertion. Judgments are moves 

that change the score of a language-game.  

Brandom is largely indebted to Sellars for the fundamentals of his inferentialism. 

Chapter Two has argued, however, that there is a subtle disparity between their accounts 

of rule-following. This subtle disparity is apparent in Brandom’s ‘phenomenalism’ about 

norms: the cognising subject makes things meaningful by taking them to be such. What 

it means to be normative, we have seen, is to acknowledge norms by applying them and 

to expect others to assess our norm-applications. Normativity for Sellars, by contrast, 

turns on a certain kind of generalised community intention. While not all instances of rule-

following are intentional rule-obeying, the reality of norms for Sellars is traceable back to 

our action-guiding intentions at root. Pattern-governed behaviour is normative for Sellars 

insofar as it can be traced back to community intention. Brandom, by contrast, does not 

seem to hold that our behaviour is pattern-governed in the way Sellars describes it. Rule-

following, on Brandom’s inferentialism, seems to be immediately normative rather than 

through the mediation of communal intention. That is, it seems to turn on acknowledgment 
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of norms in all of the subject’s undertakings, that is to say, both at the reflective and 

unreflective levels of the linguistic practice.  

Sellars, one might argue, accords a central place to normativity in his account of 

meaning. His definition of normativity encompasses both pattern-governed behaviour and 

intentional rule-obeying. Whereas both are sufficient for meaning, each taken in isolation 

would be merely necessary. Recall that what ensures that there is meaning at all for 

Sellars is that any move or behaviour is caught up within the space of reasons. A move 

is pattern-governed insofar as the community at large behaves this way, given certain 

circumstances. A move is norm-governed insofar as full-fledged mature members 

safeguard the norms associated with the different behaviours of the community. Full-

fledged mature members safeguard norms by obeying them explicitly at times and 

instilling them in children at others.  For Sellars, any linguistic practice contains both types 

of rule-following. Indeed, any linguistic practice consists in alternating between pattern-

governed behaviour and self-conscious use of norms. It is not immediately obvious 

whether we can separate instances where norms are obeyed explicitly from instances 

where norms are at the pattern level. We seem to do both at different stages of the 

linguistic practice. For example, when we are probed, the explicitation of rules becomes 

necessary. Whereas when going about business as usual we revert to the pattern level.  

Where Brandom goes beyond Sellars is in his contention that any undertaking in 

the game of giving and asking for reasons, be it habitual or not, requires ‘autonomy’. The 

latter is the claim that human beings do not simply act in accordance with a rule but with 

a conception of the rule. According to Brandom, Kant, from whom he inherits this concept, 

claims that we not only act on a rule but acknowledge it as binding. In the final analysis, 
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the notion of positive freedom which results from being constrained by norms is 

fundamental for his account of meaning. For Brandom, we acknowledge the norm 

implicitly by employing it correctly or incorrectly and petitioning others to oversee our 

acknowledgement of it. Sellars, one might rightly argue, recognises the prevalence of this 

kind of ‘Kantian autonomy’ in mature concept-users. However, Brandom does not trace 

this autonomy back to we-intentionality. Brandom takes it that every instance of rule-

following is immediately autonomous in the sense that it requires implicit 

acknowledgement of the norm. This concept of autonomy, I suggest, amounts to a new 

condition that bears significantly on conceptual change. This narrative will be the business 

of this chapter. The reader must bear in mind that this project is not so much after drawing 

comparisons and points of commonality. The aim is not to pit Brandom against Sellars. It 

is rather to tease out their inferentialist premises and assess them in the light of this 

project’s developing narrative about how radical conceptual change comes about. 

Chapter One has shown that the conception of pattern-governed behaviour 

prevents Sellars’s model of meaning to give a narrative about how it is that our concepts 

evolve significantly in time. The new element that Brandom brings to the table is the 

definition of autonomy that seems to underlie inferentialism. Normativity the way Brandom 

describes it allows for meaning to be instituted even at the unreflective level. Talk of 

institution entails the possibility of reinstitution, of raising concepts anew. This will become 

clear as we proceed in this chapter.  

The focus of Chapter Two is on the inferential capacities of the mature subject and 

the central role it plays in Brandom’s theory of meaning. But we have not yet explored 

how individual practical attitudes come to institute normative statuses. Chapter Two has 
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adverted to two constitutive practical attitudes: performative and assessing attitudes. In 

the former type of attitude, we acknowledge the norm by applying it correctly or 

incorrectly. The acknowledgement is implicit in our performative attitudes. In the second 

type of attitude, other subjects evaluate our application of the norm. For Brandom, 

meaning is a public affair. Therefore, in order to demystify meaning it is not enough to 

describe the normative subject’s ‘task-responsibility’. For then the claim would be that 

every subject in isolation institutes meaning through this task-responsibility. In other 

words, it is not enough that the subject acknowledges the norm by integrating it into a 

constellation of commitments, weeding out inconsistencies and drawing conclusions. 

Meaning requires both task-responsibility and assessing attitudes. Hence, I-thou 

relationships of sociality occupy the centre stage of Brandom’s account of meaning.  

This chapter contends that I-thou sociality, the reciprocal relations of responsibility 

and authority between subjects, is a narrative about conceptual change. By combining 

the Kantian notion of autonomy with the Hegelian recognitive model, Brandom stretches 

inferentialism so as to make it a story about how concepts evolve. Brandom’s aim is, to 

be sure, not so much to account for how change per se comes about but for conceptual 

determinateness. This chapter shows that the Hegelian social recognitive model makes 

conceptual change possible, understood as the process of historically determining 

conceptual contents. Conceptual change rests on corrective practices of conceptual 

determination. The boundaries that define norms become more and more determinate 

through linguistic practices. In a nutshell, diachronic recognitive attitudes contribute to the 

further determination of our norms.   
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1. Radical semantic novelty 

 In Reason in Philosophy: Animating Ideas, Brandom appropriates Kantian and 

Hegelian notions in order to demonstrate how our concepts are determinable. It is 

important to note, however, that Brandom offers tangential readings of both Kant and 

Hegel. This chapter does not take up interpretative questions but simply follows 

Brandom’s thread. This section will show that Brandom’s inferentialism is premised on 

the Kantian conception of autonomy. This aspect of his inferentialism allows him to 

conceive norms as subject to change throughout history. Brandom provides a detailed 

account of what it means for norms to be instituted and reinstituted by practical attitudes. 

The institution of norms rests on recognising and recognised attitudes. This will become 

clear toward the end of this chapter. In sum the value of Kantian and Hegelian insights 

can be encapsulated as follows 

Yet even more important for Brandom…are the substantial philosophical 
innovations ushered in by the German Idealist tradition, in particular Kant’s idea to 
treat reason and reasoning as essentially normative and autonomous, and Hegel’s 
approach to reason and reasoning so understood as essentially socio-historical, and 
as instituted and maintained via a process of specifically discursive mutual social 
recognition. (Loeffler, 2017: 32) 

1.1 Autonomy 

 We have seen in Chapter Two that Brandom characterises normative statuses 

(commitment and entitlement) as attitude-dependent. That is, absent human practical 

attitudes there would be no commitments or entitlements. This is the sense in which in a 

pre-human world the notion of normative status is unintelligible. At the heart of the 

practical-attitudes which are necessary to generate conceptual contentfulness is a notion 

of freedom by constraint. Both modes of norm application (i.e., implicit and explicit) 
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presuppose the notion of autonomy according to Brandom. The Kantian autonomy model 

is a framework in which meaning obtains through constraint by norms. Brandom defines 

autonomy as constraint by discursive norms. 

On this account, far from being incompatible with constraint, freedom consists in a 
distinctive kind of constraint: constraint by norms. This sounds paradoxical, but it is 
not. The positive freedom Kant is describing is the practical capacity to be bound by 
discursive norms. This is a capacity that is compatible with but extends beyond 
being bound by the laws that govern natural beings. It is by exercising this capacity 
that we raise ourselves above the merely natural, and become beings who live and 
move and have our being in the normative space of commitments and 
responsibilities, and so (because it is the rational relations they stand in that 
articulate the contents of those normative statuses) reasons. (RIP: 60)  

Normative constraint gives rise to positive freedom. It is hard to see how that might be at 

first; for one, constraint is intuitively the antithesis of freedom. This would be a problem if 

‘freedom’ meant the power to act in the world and ‘constraint’ meant being constrained 

from acting, for example by being locked up in a cell or completely incapacitated. But this 

is not the sense of constraint Brandom advances in this passage. Rather constraint by 

norms is related to freedom in two ways. First, the subject selects the norm, chooses to 

be bound by it. Second, constraint by norms makes positive freedom possible insofar as 

being bound by norms opens up a space of possibilities for the subject. That is, if it were 

not for norms, we would not be able to do anything.   

 One need only think of how norms structure our everyday life. For example, in 

order to commute by car one ought to follow traffic lights, one also ought to know how to 

operate the engine, one ought to use the brakes appropriately etc. All of these small 

norms that structure our lives give us positive freedom. All of these small things that we 

need to do in order get things right are made possible by the constraints on action 

resulting from normative attitudes. Of course, there are constraints by norms that are far 
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from being liberating. For example, a gay or a lesbian in a country where homosexuality 

is a crime must refrain from doing anything that expresses her sexual identity. It is hard 

to see how this instance of constraint by norms can be construed as giving her positive 

freedom. Nevertheless, linguistic and social practices are synchronically and 

diachronically corrective as we shall have occasion to show in the following section. 

Hence, such counterexamples do not in the end threaten this understanding of positive 

freedom taken in a wider historical context.  

Brandom contrasts constraint by norms with natural compulsion, freedom with 

causal determination. Being bound by norms requires the mediation of the attitudes we 

adopt toward these norms whereas being compelled by laws of nature requires no such 

mediation. In other words, being naturally compelled entails that we do not get a say in 

what compels us whereas being constrained by norms requires the acknowledgment of 

norms. But of course, such acknowledgement is implicit in the subject’s practical attitudes. 

This is the sense in which Brandom’s Kantian notion of autonomy clarifies what it means 

to acknowledge the norm by applying it correctly or incorrectly. (RIP: 62) 

1.2 Tension 

The Kantian notion of autonomy presupposes a choice namely, the choice to bind 

oneself by the norm. That normative constraint is not natural compulsion means that the 

subject binds herself by the norm of her choosing. A tension comes to the fore at this 

stage in the analysis: How can it be possible to be genuinely bound by a norm if one can 

choose to bind oneself by it?  
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If not only that one is bound by a certain norm, but also what that norm involves—
what is correct or incorrect according to it—is up to the one endorsing it, the notion 
that one is bound, that a distinction has been put in place between what is correct 
and incorrect according to that norm, goes missing. (RIP: 64) 

Put differently, if it is up to the subject to follow or not to follow the norm, then it seems 

the subject is accorded too much authority over conceptual contentfulness. In particular, 

given this definition of normative bindingness, whatever the subject deems right is right. 

But meaning is normative in the sense that it involves standards of correctness. Hence, 

either we must renounce the notion of autonomy or lose sight of standards of correctness. 

Brandom nevertheless argues that we must not immediately dismiss the Kantian 

model of autonomy. He submits the notion of autonomy to the following qualification:  

The attitude-dependence of normative force, which is what the autonomy thesis 
asserts, is intelligible in principle only in a context in which the boundaries of the 
content—what I acknowledge as constraining me and by that acknowledgment 
make into a normative constraint on me in the sense of opening myself up to 
normative assessments according to it—are not in the same way attitude-
dependent. (RIP: 64) 

 Although on the autonomy model normative statuses are attitude-dependent in the sense 

that the subject can always refrain from constraining herself by particular norms, the 

conceptual content that results from these practical doings is not attitude-dependent in 

that way. That is, if the subject chooses to follow a particular norm, she by no means 

chooses what that norm commits her to, what it implies, which other norms it precludes 

etc. Once the constraint is in order, it is no longer up to the subject which other 

commitments ensue and what the norm conflicts with. In short, the subject does get a say 

in the application of a given norm, but by no means determines the inferential structure 

that confers meaning on the norm. While this is a provisional solution to the problem of 

what constitutes conceptual contentfulness, this picture needs to be fleshed out. On 
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Brandom’s reading, the Kantian autonomy model needs to be developed into the more 

adequate social-Hegelian recognitive model. The latter does not directly collide with the 

Kantian autonomy model but can be seen as its continuation. 

1.3. The Hegelian recognitive model 

 The tension can be recapitulated as follows: on the one hand, normative statuses 

are dependent on the subject’s practical attitudes. On the other hand, normative statuses 

cannot be wholly dependent on the subject’s practical attitudes; for there is a sense in 

which conceptual contents must themselves determine (as well as being determined by) 

our practical attitudes. According to Brandom, Hegel contends that the tension between 

the attitude-dependence of normative statuses and the attitude-independence of the 

conceptual content is rooted in an assumption: that concepts are determinate at the 

outset: “Hegel criticizes Kant on just this point. He sees Kant as having been 

uncharacteristically and culpably uncritical about the origin and nature of the 

determinateness of the contents of empirical concepts” (RIP: 66). In other words, the 

tension arises because the autonomy model assumes that conceptual contents are 

determinate at the start of the practice, as it were. Kant does not inquire into the origin or 

nature of these concepts. They are always already there in the mind, as it were. If, as in 

the Kantian autonomy model, norms are determinate at the outset then the above 

qualification should resolve the tension. But if norms are not the kinds of thing whose 

determinateness can be assumed then the tension is real and not so easily dispelled.  

Two questions, Brandom maintains, help to clarify the tension at hand: first, whose 

attitudes do normative statuses depend on? Second, what sort of dependence is at 
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stake? (RIP: 69) Kant’s answer to the first question is the subject who takes responsibility 

for conceptual contents. Brandom contrasts the Kantian autonomy model with the 

traditional obedience model according to which normative statuses depend on the 

attitudes of the superiors. That is, on the traditional obedience model, subjects endowed 

with authority in a particular community determine the standards for correct and incorrect 

applications of concepts; whereas on the Kantian autonomy model, as we have seen, 

normative statuses are contingent on the attitudes of all subjects equally (RIP: 67). To 

anticipate, Brandom’s Hegel views both models as having blind spots; for both kinds of 

attitudes are needed to ensure conceptual contentfulness. In order for conceptual content 

to be legitimate we need authoritative attitudes to oversee the application of concepts (the 

traditional obedience model) and subjects taking responsibility for conceptual contents 

(the Kantian autonomy model).  

To ask the second question is to wonder whether practical attitudes are sufficient 

to institute normative statuses. That normative statuses cannot exist in a non-human or 

pre-human world means that the attitudes are merely necessary for the institution of 

normative statuses. But Brandom is going for the sufficiency claim: “[t]hose attitudes, and 

the social practices that made adopting them possible, institute the normative statuses” 

(RIP: 69). In light of the second question, the traditional obedience model contends that 

the attitudes of those who exercise authority are sufficient to institute both authority on 

the part of the superior and responsibility on the part of the subordinate. By contrast, the 

autonomy model views the attitudes of those who take responsibility for conceptual 

contents as sufficient to institute their own authority. (RIP: 68) 
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The aim of the two questions is to bring out the shortcomings of both the Kantian 

autonomy model and the traditional obedience model. Hegel on Brandom’s reading sees 

both of them as one-sided. The one-sidedness of the obedience model has to do with the 

asymmetrical nature of authoritative attitudes. While there is nothing wrong with according 

authority to a fellow practitioner, Brandom maintains, what is at issue is that authority is 

reserved to a selected few. Conversely, what is wanting on the autonomy model is a form 

of genuine authority amongst individuals. If everyone takes responsibility for the norm 

with which they comply, then no one is really holding anyone responsible:  

The one-sided obedience view took the attitudes of the superior to be sufficient all 
by themselves to institute a normative status of authority and corresponding 
responsibility on the part of the subordinate. And the one- sided autonomy view took 
the acknowledgment of responsibility by the one bound to be sufficient all by itself 
to institute the authority by which he is bound. (RIP: 69-70) 

 Hegel’s term for the attribution of a normative status is ‘recognition’. His claim is 

that the attitudes of the person recognised and the person who recognises must be both 

symmetrical and reciprocal in order for normative statuses to be instituted. On Brandom’s 

diagnosis and from the perspective of Hegel, the traditional obedience model is merely 

concerned with recognising attitudes. Whereas the Kantian autonomy model gives 

primacy to recognised attitudes. Thus, what Hegel takes from the traditional obedience 

model is the need for authoritative attitudes to oversee the application of norms. What he 

takes from the autonomy model is the symmetry of recognition. Finally, Brandom following 

Hegel comes to the conclusion that the two models must be combined in order to explain 

the institution of conceptual contents. That the two models are needed means that 

authority and responsibility must be reciprocal between two subjects. The thought is that 

a person can only be responsible if someone else holds her responsible. By the same 
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token, one can only exercise authority over a person if that person recognises that 

authority. This recognitive process is symmetrical and reciprocal in that in any linguistic 

practice the subject alternates between being responsible and being authoritative.    

Someone becomes responsible only when others hold him responsible, and 
exercises authority only when others acknowledge that authority. One has the 
authority to petition others for recognition, in an attempt to become responsible or 
authoritative. To do that, one must recognize others as able to hold one responsible 
or acknowledge one’s authority. (RIP:70) 

Brandom contends that all those individual attitudes in a community are jointly 

sufficient to institute normative statuses. For Hegel, norms characteristic of a community 

take shape through the intersubjective process of mutual recognition of responsibility and 

authority. The claim is not that one instance of intersubjective mutual recognition is 

sufficient to synthesise a social community. Rather, what is needed is a multiplicity of 

reciprocal authoritative and responsible attitudes jointly taken together. While I-thou 

relations of mutual recognition of authority and responsibility are the building blocks of a 

social community, many of them are required. This is the sense of sociality that Brandom 

advances. For him, it is not enough to just say that the community at large sets the 

standard for the individual person’s performance. That these principles are managed by 

a community at large presupposes the reciprocal intersubjective process of recognising 

and being recognised: 

For Hegel, social substance (a community) is synthesized by reciprocal recognition. 
It is articulated into individual recognizing and recognized selves, which are the 
subjects of normative statuses of commitment, authority, and responsibility—
statuses instituted collectively by those recognitive attitudes. (RIP: 72)  

Hegel’s social recognitive model is a reconciliation of the Kantian autonomy model 

and the traditional obedience model. This is Hegel’s resolution of the tension between the 
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autonomy of the subject, on the one hand, and the attitude-independence of conceptual 

contents, on the other. The Hegelian social recognitive model’s paradigm is language; its 

contention is that it is up to the subject which counter to play in the game of giving and 

asking for reasons. Nevertheless, it is not up to the subject how her move influences the 

current stage of the game, or how it changes the score. That is, while the subject can 

choose which norm to follow, she cannot choose what other norms inferentially constitute 

it. This is why, Brandom contends, a ‘thou’ is needed to supervise the subject’s 

undertakings. That can only happen, of course, if the subject recognises the other’s 

authority:  

I get to decide which piece in the game I will play…but I do not then get to decide 
what I have committed myself to thereby, what further moves are appropriate or 
obligatory for one who has played that piece. My authority is real, but it is partial. 
(TOMD: 221) 

To go back to Chapter Two’s example of the man in the café who claims he is a 

feminist. This claim is the move that changes the score in the game of giving and asking 

for reasons. He then adds a claim precluded by his initial counter in the brief exchange 

he has with the woman next to him, namely that what makes him a feminist is that he 

takes care of women. A fellow practitioner would rightly point out to him that that is not 

what being a feminist entails. As a consequence, the man has two lawful moves at his 

disposal: he either needs to withdraw his second claim (i.e., that he has a duty to take 

care of women) or change his previous cluster of commitments that constitute his use of 

the term ‘feminist’. The prevention of inconsistencies can only happen in an I-thou 

exchange.  
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 Hegel’s additional element and contribution to the Kantian legacy is the reciprocal 

recognition of attitudes. He develops the insight that subjects are autonomous insofar as 

they choose the norms by which they bind themselves. He does so by pointing out the 

importance that the choice be further constrained by others’ attitudes toward the subject’s 

initial performative attitude. The thought is that in order for conceptual contents to be 

independent of the practical attitudes of individuals, reciprocal recognition must take place 

for corrective purposes. The question of the origin and the determinateness of the 

conceptual contents which Kant overlooks is taken up by Hegel. More particularly, for 

Hegel, concepts are binding on the subject because they are always already available in 

the linguistic practice: “I can bind myself by these determinate conceptual norms because 

they are always already there in the always already-up-and-running communal linguistic 

practices into which I enter as a young one.” (RIP: 73) In the following section, we will see 

how Brandom makes sense of both the claim that norms are never in short supply in a 

linguistic community and the claim that normative reciprocal recognitive attitudes institute 

these norms. I now turn to examining the philosophical benefit of construing subjectivity 

as autonomy. 

1.4 radical semantic novelty 

Thus far, this section has indicated that Brandom’s Kantian notion of autonomy is 

constitutive of his account of conceptual contentfulness. This section has further 

demonstrated, following Brandom, that the notion of autonomy presents a tension when 

language is taken as its paradigm: being autonomous consists in choosing which norms 

are binding on us. But the conception of freedom underlying autonomy threatens to oust 

the requisite attitude-independence of conceptual contents or meaning. Brandom 
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resolves the tension, not by substituting the notion of heteronomy for autonomy, but rather 

by giving a full-blown picture, adapting insights from Hegel, of what a linguistic practice 

involves. The notion of autonomy is indeed a necessary presupposition of the game of 

giving and asking for reasons, but it is not the only one. In particular, Brandom makes 

sense of the conception of autonomy by combining it with that of recognition: 

The reciprocal recognition model of normative bindingness preserves cardinal 
features of the autonomy model it seeks to develop and succeed. What any subject 
is actually responsible for depends essentially on that subject’s own attitudes—
though the attitudes of others now play an equally essential role. (RIP: 79) 

The independence of conceptual contents is a feature of Sellars’ account of 

meaning12. As we have seen, the community for him consists in I-we sociality whereby 

norms are espoused by everyone bound by the relevant we-intentionality. That gives 

community-wide intersubjective norms that constrain individual member’s correct or 

incorrect application of norms. Normativity for Sellars is more collective than recognitive. 

Brandom, on the other hand, contends that autonomy is always directly at play in 

recognitive corrective attitudes.  

The Hegelian understanding of sociality is intersubjective and involves reciprocal 

recognition of both authority and responsibility. But more importantly, sociality is 

premised, among other things, on the notion of autonomy understood as compliance with 

norms. Failure to constrain oneself by norms is also a failure to understand and have 

anything meaningful to say. The upshot of refusing to follow norms is not just failure to 

 
12 It is also worthy of mention that both Brandom and Sellars emphasise that ‘conceptual contents’ are independent of 

any given community’s norms. We have seen in chapter one that Sellars appeals to successor ‘conceptual schemes.’ 

There needs to be distinction between what is true given our current conceptual schemes and what is really true. The 

thought is not that our current conceptual schemes do not represent the world but rather that they only do so fallibly. 

Both Sellars and Brandom reject a relativist conception of ‘truth.’    
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communicate but failure to do anything that we normally do from the simplest tasks we 

carry out to the full-blown deliberate decisions we make. This is the sense in which 

compliance with norms yields positive freedom, and a justification available to the 

individual of being so constrained. The individual is justified in so constraining herself 

because the binding norms are rational: “they articulate what is a reason for what” (RIP: 

73). Constraint by norms opens up a wide space of possibilities.  

The positive expressive freedom, the freedom to do something, that is obtainable 
only by constraining oneself by the conceptual norms implicit in discursive social 
practices, speaking a public language, is a central case where such a justification 
[rational justification alluded to above] evidently is available. Speaking a particular 
language requires complying with a daunting variety of norms, rules, and standards. 
The result of failure to comply with enough of them is unintelligibility. (RIP: 74, my 
comments) 

Norms, whatever their content may be, presuppose discursive norms, i.e., they are 

embedded in the language we speak. For example, although ‘you ought to brush your 

teeth daily’ is not itself a norm about discourse, it presupposes such in order to have 

meaning and force on us. What we gain from ‘autonomy’ thus construed is, as Brandom 

puts it, ‘radical semantic novelty’ (RIP: 75). A wide variety of discursive norms can 

generate an infinite number of linguistic expressions. This is the Chomskyan point about 

infinite generativity due to language understood as recursive. “The astonishing empirical 

observation with which Chomsky inaugurated contemporary linguistic theory is that 

almost every sentence uttered by an adult native speaker is radically novel.” (RIP: 74). It 

is the constraint by syntactic and semantic rules or norms13 that makes such meaningful 

novelty possible; meaningful because constrained by the rules/norms; novel because 

 
13 For Chomsky norms are ‘innate’ but Brandom is not focusing on that hypothesis, just the empirical semantic 

novelty. 
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thereby potentially infinitely variable yet still meaningful. This is the thought that language 

as syntactically rule-governed is what enables the generation of potentially infinite 

meaningful novel sentences.  

 Multiplicity enters into the definition of the social linguistic practice. What makes 

the multiplicity of semantic contents possible is precisely this underlying notion of 

autonomy.  

This capacity for radical semantic novelty fundamentally distinguishes sapient 
creatures from those who do not engage in linguistic practices. Because of it we can 
(and do, all the time) make claims, formulate desires, and entertain goals that no 
one in the history of the world has ever before so much as considered. This massive 
positive expressive freedom transforms the lives of sentient creatures who become 
sapient by constraining themselves by linguistic—which is at base to say 
conceptual—norms. (RIP: 75) 

To appreciate that conceptual richness is empirically true of different linguistic practices 

consider the potentially infinite number of sentences produced in one and the same 

language. Surely, as Brandom remarks phrases such as “Hello, how was your day?” get 

repeated a lot. But think about all the different ways in which we can express ourselves, 

the different ways in which we can articulate one and the same thought, or the different 

thoughts or meanings that are expressible even just by slight variations or additions of 

both syntactic and semantic kinds. Hence, we can express infinitely many meanings with 

the finite but rule-governed recursive resources of language. What makes such infinite 

expressions possible is constraint by rules (norms) of grammar and meaning. In sum, our 

linguistic practices are semantically and conceptually fecund.  

2. Conceptual determinateness  
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The social recognitive model explicates how to get from pragmatic, normative force 

to conceptual contents in the context of a linguistic practice. What Brandom means by 

normative force is the practical attitudes where subjects bind themselves by norms and 

allow others to supervise their performative attitudes. The social recognitive model is 

premised on the Kantian autonomy model which views subjects as having a task-

responsibility to rationally incorporate new commitments into the cluster of claims that 

they have previously endorsed. This process of rational integration involves scrapping 

inconsistencies and drawing further consequences from one’s endorsements in light of 

new ones. Brandom argues that the social recognitive model is an improvement on the 

autonomy model in that it roots the availability of norms in the social linguistic practice, 

whereas on the autonomy model the norms have their source in subjectivity. In rooting 

norms in the social linguistic community, Hegel allows for the independence of conceptual 

contentfulness. Hegel’s claim is that while constraint by norms is a choice, the origin and 

the determinateness of conceptual contents (norms) cannot be taken for granted. For 

Kant, there is no risk of having indeterminate conceptual contents because their being 

determinate is a premise in his transcendental model. That is, norms are taken to be 

determinate from the outset. More to the point, their determinateness is a condition for 

their application (RIP: 65). 

Kant’s resolution of the above-mentioned tension can be encapsulated as follows: 

if conceptual contents are determinate from the outset then it is up to the subject whether 

or not to apply a norm. But it is then not up to her what that norm commits her to, what its 

implications are etc. The reason for the move from Kant to Hegel is that Kant’s way of 

securing the content-constraint is implausible. It is implausible because Kant, in 
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Brandom’s view, assumes the determinateness of conceptual norms. That is something 

that cannot be taken as given. The social recognitive model proposes a new outlook on 

the tension: in order to guarantee that conceptual contents be independent, the activity 

of rationally integrating new conceptual contents “must be balanced by some authority 

associated with the content, with what I have become responsible for.” (RIP: 79) Brandom 

is adamant that the conceptual contents’ authority over the subject is also constitutive of 

his inferentialism. The question is: how can it be ensured?  

Hegel’s reciprocal recognition model stems from the idea that, accepting the 
overarching Enlightenment commitment to the attitude-dependence of normative 
statuses, the way to make sense of the independent, counterbalancing (meta-
)authority associated with the content to which I commit myself or for which I make 
myself responsible is to have that authority administered by others, to whom I make 
myself responsible, by authorizing them to hold me responsible for the content I 
have exercised my authority to make myself responsible for. (RIP: 79, my italics, 
original emphases in bold)  

Brandom’s suggestion is that when the subject exercises authority over the conceptual 

content she does not have full authority, otherwise the concept of bindingness loses its 

value. In order to ensure that the conceptual content has any authority over the subject, 

the authority associated with the concept must come from someone else. Only a ‘thou’ 

can turn my authority over the conceptual content into a responsibility, Brandom 

contends. He calls it (meta-)authority because assessment sometimes requires the 

explicitation of norms, making explicit what is implicit in the subject’s undertakings.  

 Of course, this is only intelligible if we take language to be the paradigm of the 

social recognitive model. Two essential features make up linguistic practices, on this 

account: first, the subject has some authority over a particular norm insofar as she 

chooses to bind herself by it. Second, in order to be bound by the norm, the subject must 
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take responsibility for the norm. Therefore, the authority associated with the norm must 

come from another subject; otherwise, the linguistic practice would not get off the ground 

(essentially by being arbitrary: whatever seems right to the individual would be right) and 

the result of that would be unintelligibility.     

If the nature and origin of conceptual determinateness is not to be taken for 

granted, as Hegel and Brandom think it ultimately is in Kant’s account, what sort of place 

does it have in Hegel’s social recognitive model? The reciprocal recognitive model must 

be situated within a broader historical developmental structure.  

It is by placing both within a larger historical developmental structure that 
Hegel fits the model of the synthesis of an original unity of apperception by 
rational integration together with the model of the synthesis of normative-
status-bearing apperceiving selves and their communities by reciprocal 
recognition so as to make the discursive commitments instituted thereby 
intelligible as determinately contentful. (RIP: 81) 

That the reciprocal intersubjective relationship is situated in a wider historical context 

suggests that recognitive attitudes do not merely take place between two members of a 

current linguistic practice. Rather, recognition is a way of engaging with our predecessors’ 

linguistic practices. By the same token, through recognition, our successors engage with 

our current linguistic practices. Hence, recognition takes place both synchronically and 

diachronically, that is to say, between subjects who cohabit one and the same linguistic 

practice and subjects across generations. In light of this, it is consistent with Brandom’s 

Hegelian inferentialism that through recognitive attitudes different linguistic practices are 

inferentially connected.  

To say that the activity of integrating rational commitment is historical is also to 

claim that concepts cannot be thoroughly determinate at the outset. The process of 
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rational integration that synthesises both a subject and a community is a process that 

makes discursive commitments determinately contentful. This means that historicity is at 

the heart of the recognitive model: “Hegel is committed to understanding the practice of 

acknowledging commitments by rational integration as a process not only of applying 

conceptual contents, but also as the process by which they are determined” (RIP: 82). 

The remainder of this section unpacks what it means for the process of rational integration 

to be historically developmental. 

The process of reciprocal authority and responsibility institutes norms in a linguistic 

community. This same process synthesises a community defined by its norms. This is 

how the social recognitive model is linked to inferentialism: just as every norm is 

meaningful by virtue of its place in an inferential network, every practical attitude is 

meaningful with reference to the community’s principles. Moreover, the subject is not 

passive when it comes to these norms. To follow norms is to institute the norms in the 

sense of contributing to their continuity and evolution. Thoroughgoing symmetry of 

authority and responsibility is vital for this historical developmental process of norm 

institution; for it is this ongoing symmetrical exchange of responsibility and authority that 

makes conceptual contents further determinable.  

Brandom observes that the divergence between Kant and Hegel on the issue of 

conceptual determinateness is akin to the disagreement between Carnap and Quine in 

analytic philosophy. In particular, Brandom contends that both Kant and Carnap take for 

granted the determinateness of conceptual contents. Brandom thinks that both of them 

treat conceptual determinateness as a condition for the application of concepts:  
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Carnap told a two-phase story about meaning and belief, language and theory. He 
thought of the activity of fixing meanings as in principle prior to the subsequent 
activity of endorsing claims or forming be- liefs that could be expressed in terms of 
those meanings. (RIP: 83)  

We have already seen how for Kant conceptual contents have their root in the subject 

who integrates them into a unity of apperception. This leaves us with a picture where 

subjects are taken to possess meaning in isolation, as it were, without the intervention of 

other subjects. Similarly, for Carnap the meanings in the language must be fixed and 

settled before one can form beliefs or endorse claims. Thus, Carnap contends that the 

first step is to resolve how the world would have to be for the fixed expressions in the 

language to be true. In the first phase, Brandom remarks, the subject is taken to have full 

authority over conceptual contentfulness. The second step is to test the truth-value of 

expressions against the actual world. In the second phase, Brandom contends, the world 

is taken to have authority over the subject.14 (RIP: 83) 

According to Brandom, Quine questions the very possibility of settling the 

meanings of expressions in a language prior to their use. On Brandom’s diagnosis, Quine 

sees Carnaps’ analysis as only applicable to artificial languages rather than natural 

languages. On Brandom’s reading, both Quine and Hegel contend that settling the 

meanings of expressions in the language presupposes use of expressions.  

Hegel proposes a transformation of Kant’s picture that corresponds structurally to 
Quine’s replacement of Carnap’s two-phase picture with one that sees only two 
functions of or perspectives on a unified, ongoing discursive practice. In this respect, 
Hegel stands to Kant as Quine stands to Carnap. (RIP: 84) 

 
14 This is also consistent with the ideal of harmony between the circumstances of concept-application and 

their consequences which I discuss toward the end of Chapter Two. 
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To use an expression for Brandom is implicitly to endorse it, to be committed to vindicating 

it should this be necessary. This is to say that all there is to settle the meanings of 

expressions in a language is the complex web of endorsements of and commitments to 

the correct use and application of expressions in the game of giving and asking for 

reasons. Indeed, the settlement of meanings presupposes an ongoing practice of 

conceptual application, of making claims or endorsing them. (RIP: 83) 

Brandom resorts to an analogy to elucidate how an ongoing linguistic practice 

which turns on rational integration, excision and amplification can determine conceptual 

contents. This is the claim that the practice of reciprocal recognition situated within the 

wider historical context is analogous to the practice of English and American common 

law. English and American common law is peculiar in that, contrary to statutory law, it 

affords no fixed original principles that dictate when or how to use specific legal 

vocabulary (e.g., strict liability, reckless manslaughter, etc.). Rather, what is available to 

judges in English and American common law are previous applications of legal concepts, 

precedents, for short:  

Consider the development of concepts of English and American common law. 
Unlike the creatures of statutory law, there are no explicit original definitions or initial 
principles laying down circumstances and consequences of application for these 
concepts. All there is to give them content is the actual applications that have been 
made of them over the years. They are case law all the way down. (RIP: 84) 

In every case, the judge decides which previous legal concept as applied in 

previous cases is suitable to the case under adjudication. For the sake of simplicity, 

Brandom assumes that every legal case presents a set of facts that are taken as relevant 

or irrelevant to the judge’s verdict. The judge has to privilege a legal vocabulary for every 

new case based on precedential uses of different legal vocabularies. First, the judge has 
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to choose a suitable legal concept from a number of legal concepts that have been 

employed in the past. Second, once the legal concept has been selected in accordance 

with the facts of the case, the judge must decide whether it applies to the case at hand. 

This way of practicing law presupposes an implicit justification or rationale for each legal 

decision. The decision to apply a legal concept is not arbitrary but presupposes turning 

to the facts of the case and following the implicit rule of inference from the applicability of 

non-legal concepts to that of the legal concept. The judge thereby counts as providing a 

rationale for her decision in two ways: first, the judge can point to similarities and 

dissimilarities of facts with previous cases, citing cases where the legal term has been 

endorsed and others where it has been rejected. Second, the judge can refer to previous 

rationales made by previous judges (RIP: 85).  

The structure of authority and responsibility that this practice of law turns on is 

comparable to that of the Hegelian reciprocal recognition model. The judge rationally 

integrates new commitments into the unity of legal concepts that make up Anglo-

American common law. Notice that the unity or whole that constitutes Anglo-American 

common law does not consist of explicit principles or a set of articulated laws. This unity 

consists of precedents, the way in which legal concepts have been employed in the past. 

Every application of legal concepts by a judge contributes to the synthesis of this whole.  

In engaging in this kind of practice, participating in this kind of process, the judge is 
performing what is recognizably a kind of synthesis by rational integration. For his 
selection of precedents, privileging of respects of similarity and difference, and 
construction of an explicit rationale for a commitment is the integration of that 
commitment with the commitments undertaken by the adjudicators of previous 
cases. On the ampliative side, the judge is extracting material inferential 
consequences from their commitments—at least according to the accompanying 
rationale and on the critical side, the judge is rejecting prior commitments that would 
be materially incompatible with the current decision—by not treating those 
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decisions, or the considerations they turn on, as valid or binding precedents. (RIP: 
85) 

For Brandom the legal decision is an instance of a synthesis by rational integration in the 

Hegelian sense. Notice also that the shift from Kant to Hegel is one from a synthesis of 

the subjective unity of apperception to a synthesis of the community’s commitments 

insofar as they are informed by historical developments and precedents. The process of 

rational integration becomes primarily one that synthesises both a community and 

individual subjects. In a way, the synthesis of the subject seems to presuppose that of the 

community. That is, without these basic I-thou recognitive exchanges there would be no 

subject understood as a unity that can in principle be abstracted from her community. The 

synthesis of the unity of apperception requires the synthesis of the whole. Put differently, 

on the Kantian autonomy model the synthesis happens on the subjective level whereas 

Hegel sees it as something that goes beyond the subject. Hence, I believe it follows from 

Brandom’s reading of Hegel that many I-thou relationships, operating in tandem, 

synthesise the norms of the community as part of a whole. This then allows for full-fledged 

subjects to emerge and be made sense of as entities separated from their community. 

Although for Hegel the subject participates in the process of rational integration, it is no 

longer primarily about subjective unities taken in isolation, as it were. The concept of 

subject as individual presupposes the whole. In the case at hand, the judge’s decision 

integrates a commitment into historical commitments that have been made before and 

that make up the conceptual content of a legal concept.  

Both authority and responsibility are present in the practice of Anglo-American 

common law. On the one hand, Anglo-American common law requires that the current 

judge be responsible for their application of legal terms. That responsibility can only be 
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achieved by recognising prior judges’ authority, endorsing their previous commitments 

and having future judges recognise their responsibility over claims. That is, even if the 

current judge rejects certain legal concepts chosen by some previous judge, she can only 

endorse precedential commitments made by previous judges. Hence, no legal decision 

is made in a vacuum or out of precedent-free articulated principles. This practice of law 

is a practice of engagement with its tradition through assessments of its previous 

commitments. The same goes for future judges who ought to recognise the current 

judge’s endorsements. On the other hand, the current judge exercises authority over the 

legal concepts by contributing to the institution of the legal terms. Future judges of course 

have to recognise such authority by citing her decision as a precedent. Past judges also 

need to implicitly recognise the authority of future judges who will assess their past legal 

decisions: “because the future stands to the present as the present does to the past, and 

there is no final future, hence no final authority, every judge is symmetrically recognized 

and recognizing” (RIP: 88). 

Before we move on to the second aspect that the analogy is supposed to elucidate, 

namely that this practice of rational synthesis determines conceptual contents, a definition 

of the notion of determinateness needs to be given. Brandom reads Frege as following in 

Kant’s footsteps in construing ‘determinateness’ as a condition for concept-application. 

That is, for Brandom’s Frege, if concepts and their inferential ties are not thoroughly 

settled in advance, no application of concepts in judgment can be possible. Hence, 

Brandom maintains that, for Frege, determinateness entails that the boundaries between 

concepts are sharp and complete. Brandom indicates through Hegel how the Kant-Frege 

determinateness requirement can be met without having to settle the concepts in 
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advance. Neverthless, Brandom does not want to do away with determinateness. He 

proposes instead that both Frege and Kant need to be corrected by the developmental 

Vernunft insights of Hegel (RIP: 88). 

Hegel distinguishes between the Verstand and Vernunft models. The early modern 

tradition culminating in Kant is in keeping with Verstand. Vernunft is the model Hegel 

proposes in place of the Verstand model. The contrast between the two frameworks 

revolves around two senses of determinateness. Whereas on the Verstand static 

framework conceptual tools must be determined prior to their use, the Vernunft dynamic 

framework construes conceptual determinateness as conditioned on use.  

Roughly, he [Hegel] thinks that Verstand is what you get if you assume that those 

applying concepts always already have available the contents that would result from 

completing the process of determining those contents by sequential rational 

integration exhibiting the historical structure of reciprocal recognitive authority and 

responsibility. (RIP: 89) 

It follows that Verstand can only be the end result of the model of reciprocal recognition. 

The presumed determinateness requires a long-winded process of syntheses by rational 

integration culminating in the Verstand framework. In sum, the Verstand framework 

presupposes the Vernunft framework in Brandom’s view.  

The rationale for privileging Vernunft over Verstand model can be found here: 

He [Hegel] is very much aware of the openness of the use of expressions that is the 
practice at once of applying concepts in judgment and determining the content of 
the concepts those locutions express. This is the sense in which prior use does not 
close off future possibilities of development by settling in advance a unique correct 
answer to the question of whether a particular concept applies in a new set of 
circumstances. The new circumstances will always resemble any prior, settled case 
in an infinite number of respects, and differ from it in an infinite number of respects. 
There is genuine room for choice on the part of the current judge or judger, 
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depending on which prior commitments are taken as precedential and which 
respects of similarity and difference are emphasized. (RIP: 89, final italics mine) 

The question Brandom is asking is how can concepts be determinate from the outset if 

their use is still open in the future? In particular, there will always be new circumstances 

of concept-use. Norms or concepts cannot be established from the start precisely 

because future circumstances bring new aspects to the concept into the equation. Of 

course, the circumstances have to be similar to previous uses of concepts in many 

respects; otherwise, the move is not warranted. But the key italicised point in this passage 

is that while the circumstances are very similar to each other there are also respects in 

which they are dissimilar. Every new case of norm-following is both similar and dissimilar 

from previous cases even if the dissimilarity is imperceptible. Because cases are not 

identical, norms are subject to change in the sense that the boundaries between concepts 

evolve. This is where the notion of autonomy comes in: because circumstances of 

application of the same concept cannot be identical in all respects the judge has to make 

a choice, a constrained choice but a choice nonetheless.15 

Hence the Vernunft framework of discursive rationality that turns on the practice of 

reciprocal recognition allows for concepts to radically change over time. It is precisely this 

openness that permits one and the same concept to develop over time and exhibit a 

versatile inferential structure. This is another aspect that the analogy with Anglo-American 

law exemplifies:  the absence of full-blown definitions, of statutes makes the application 

 
15 Similarly, in Derrida, the contexts in which a sign is iterated are infinitely similar but also infinitely dissimilar 

from one another. This is why change is, as it were, built into the sign. Meaning is contextual in the sense 
that so long as new contexts keep arising, signs are bound to reconfigure and have their meaning altered 
in time. The contrast with Brandom is that Derrida does not think that iterability is contingent on the notion 
of autonomy. That there are subjects depends on the movement of signification as a whole. This will be 
unpacked in Chapter Five.  
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of a legal term open to change. No case definitively settles the conceptual content of the 

legal term under adjudication. “Prior uses do not determine the correctness of all possible 

future applications of a concept ‘like rails laid out to infinity’, as Wittgenstein would later 

put the point.” (RIP: 90)  

 To go back to a point made earlier in this section, rationales are integral to norm- 

application. By a rationale is understood the capacity to adjudicate between similarity and 

dissimilarity of the facts of the circumstances under which it is appropriate to employ a 

concept. It is through rational adjudication that the social recognitive model acquires a 

historical dimension. For, the analogy with Anglo-American common law has made it plain 

that each subject in the community is engaging with the tradition through indirect 

reciprocal recognition with her predecessors. By the same token, the same process of 

reciprocal recognition is operative with future potential subjects that will take on the 

tradition of applying the norm. Remember, reliance on precedents happens along a 

historical axis. Hence, I-thou recognitive relationships of authority and responsibility 

institute norms both synchronically and diachronically. Hegel regards this process of 

adjudication or justification as also an act of rational recollective reconstruction (RIP: 86). 

 Any legal decision invokes prior commitments, be it explicitly, say by citing 

previous decisions, or implicitly made by judges. Providing a rationale is in a way the 

exercise of reconstructing the whole tradition both implicitly and explicitly. For example, 

before applying the legal term ‘reckless manslaughter’ the judge looks at prior cases that 

have been ruled as reckless manslaughter and examines the resemblance with the case. 

This is why the judge is also by this gesture rearticulating the commitments that make up 

the content of the concept reckless manslaughter. This concept was itself discovered in 
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practice when certain cases did not show enough evidence that proves that there was 

intent of murder. This legal term is generally applied in cases where the appellant had the 

common-sense knowledge that their action would inflict gross bodily harm on the victim 

but did not in the moment of acting intend to murder the victim. For example, in the Hyam 

case R v Hyam (1975), the appellant had been in a relationship with a Mr. Jones. Mr. 

Jones then started a new relationship with Mrs. Booth and they were soon to be married. 

When the appellant heard the news, she set the letter box of Mrs. Booth’s house on fire. 

She then drove back home without warning anyone of her deed. The house caught fire 

and two of Mrs. Booth’s children were killed. However, Mrs. Booth and her son survived. 

This case shows that there is enough malice on the part of the appellant to inflict harm 

but not enough malice or intent to sentence the appellant for murder. Cases like these 

with the judge’s adjudication discovered and determined the legal concept reckless 

manslaughter. This might be too simplistic a reading of the practice of law of precedents. 

But it does elucidate Brandom’s point on how our concepts evolve and become more 

determinate. The historical evolution of our concepts presupposes that new 

circumstances present themselves, both similar and dissimilar to previous circumstances 

and that subjects undertake commitments in light of novel circumstances. The subject’s 

practical attitudes must not be taken as individually instituting the norms. Practical 

attitudes are intersubjective both synchronically and diachronically. All of them jointly 

taken together institute the norms.   

What Hegel adds is a retrospective notion of rationally reconstructing the process 
that led to the commitments currently being integrated (not just the new one, but all 
the prior ones that are taken as precedential for it, too). This is a kind of genealogical 
justification or vindication of those commitments, showing why previous judgments 
were correct in the light of still earlier ones—and in a different sense, also in the light 
of subsequent ones. Hegel calls this process “Erinnerung,” or recollection. (RIP: 90) 
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It is crucial to emphasise once again that the process of vindication portrayed here is not 

just retrospective but equally prospective. For if future judges do not treat the current 

conceptual application as precedential it follows that: either future judges do not recognise 

the current judge as authoritative, that is to say, as contributing to the tradition of the legal 

practice; or the concept loses its place in the inferential mesh that constitutes the social 

community.  

The social community in which we always already find ourselves, Sellars’ space of 

reasons, allows us to navigate the world understandingly. The world around us is 

populated with meanings by virtue of the game of giving and asking for reasons. Meaning 

is the result of mastery of terms; the way certain terms are used in specific circumstances 

constitutes meaning. Terms in any given language are inferentially interrelated. It is, in 

principle, not impossible for subjects to refrain from engaging in these practices. This can 

only be at the cost of losing intelligibility.  

 Here is an example of how meaning is instituted: when the covid-19 virus broke 

out people slowly started to familiarise themselves with the following terms ‘pandemic’, 

‘quarantine’, ‘social distancing’, ‘lockdown’ etc. We borrowed this vocabulary from our 

predecessors and reinstituted it to fit the current context. The circumstances of application 

are certainly similar to cases in the past where a virus broke out but also dissimilar in 

many ways. This also turns on how experts in the community made sense of it in the past. 

The current experts recognise previous ones as (fallibly) authoritative in the way they 

tackled the epidemic. Of course, expert advice involves much more complex concepts. 

The same goes for people who employ these terms as part of their daily new routine in 

lockdown. We have already available in the language that we speak terms that can shed 
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light on this sort of ‘unprecedented’ pandemic. The availability of such conceptual 

contents makes the experience of the pandemic not so unfamiliar.   

The vocabulary that pertains to the pandemic does not constitute a practice on its 

own, one that one could engage in though one engaged in no other. This new inferential 

network with which we acquainted ourselves in order to make sense of the strange 

situation in which we are living is also inferentially tied to other terms and vocabularies 

afforded by the linguistic community to which we belong. For example, in certain parts of 

Lebanon contracting the virus was viewed as shameful and hence to be concealed from 

the rest of the population. Hence the term ‘virus’ became inferentially tied to ‘shame’. 

Even bereavement took on a new form. Generally, any death in the country ought to be 

announced, the name of the deceased ought to be revealed. However, it was considered 

socially wrong to reveal the name of those who died from the covid-19 virus. Perhaps the 

last virus outbreak they experienced as a people was HIV. Contracting HIV was no doubt 

experienced as shameful in the 1980s. But our conceptual vocabulary comes from 

reciprocal recognition with our predecessors. It is clear that some people are still 

incapable of seeing the dissimilarity in the cases of the first with those of the second, 

failing to recognise that there is nothing shameful about contracting HIV. But the more 

one engages in the game of giving and asking for reasons the more understanding one 

has of new situations such as these. This is just to demonstrate in a very sketchy manner 

how new circumstances call for precedential uses of terms which then become 

inferentially linked with ordinary social norms. This is to say that social communities are 

never short of norms.  
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3. Autonomy or implicit norm-application? 

This chapter has made two points: first, Brandom’s interpretation of the Kantian 

notion of autonomy underpins ‘the radical semantic novelty’ of our linguistic practices. To 

incorporate the notion of autonomy into his inferentialism is to acknowledge the semantic 

fecundity of our linguistic practices. These practices are capable of generating a 

multiplicity of norms such that to keep track of them becomes an arduous—but not 

impossible— task. Second, the social recognitive model which is a reworking of the ideal 

of autonomy inherited from Kant has the conceptual means to properly situate these 

linguistic (hence, conceptual) practices within a social historical structure. That is, through 

synchronic and diachronic recognition, conceptual determinateness and progression 

become possible. But because the notion of autonomy is a tenet in the social recognitive 

model, conceptual progression and determinateness will necessarily involve semantic 

fecundity. A longwinded recognitive machinery of conceptual responsibility and authority 

is needed for the tracing out of our concepts to become determinate. Thus, Brandom 

gives a narrative of radical conceptual change. Radicality comes from the pride of place 

he gives to the notion of autonomy in the face of re-contextualisation; change comes from 

the claim that the boundaries between concepts become determinate over time through 

the recognitive process.  

 In the remainder of this section, I raise a worry about Brandom’s notion of 

autonomy in relation to his commitment that meaning is practice-based. The latter is the 

claim that playing a language game self-consciously presupposes mastery of pragmatic 

skills. Brandom tirelessly claims that norms are implicit in acts carried out by subjects. 

This is related to the Wittgensteinian legacy  
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that proprieties of performance that are governed by explicit rules do not form an 
autonomous stratum of normative statuses, one that could exist though no other did. 
Rather, proprieties governed by explicit rules rest on proprieties governed by 
practice. Norms that are explicit in the form of rules presuppose norms implicit in 
practices. (MIE: 20) 

‘Autonomous discursive practice’ for Brandom is the minimal set of pragmatic skills 

needed to play a language-game or to engage in very basic linguistic exchanges. The 

reader should not confuse this usage of ‘autonomous’ with the autonomy of the subject, 

though the subject is autonomous in them. Autonomous discursive practice simply means 

playing a language game one could play though one played no other as opposed to a 

self-conscious form of playing the game (BSD: 40-41). This has been a recurrent theme 

throughout the thesis. We have explored this theme in Chapter One in the form of the 

infinite regress that threatens to occur if norms are construed as principals. This has also 

come up in Chapter Two in the regulist interpretation of rules. Remember that if to follow 

norms meant to obey explicitly formulated rules, the rule itself is a sentence in the 

language and would require for its grasp another rule in the meta-language ML. Grasp of 

a meta-rule would require yet another meta-meta-rule in the meta-meta-language MML 

and so on without end. This is why for both Sellars and Brandom rule-following activity 

cannot come down to explicit obeying of principals. Of course, these rules can be made 

explicit; but this is not their primary mode of being; this is precisely what his conception 

of autonomous discursive practice is supposed to elucidate. In other words, it is not the 

case that all of our rational cards are always laid out in the langage game in the sense 

that norms are not determinate at the outset.  

 I challenge Brandom’s definition of autonomy by drawing on Rödl’s distinction 

between two theses which he discerns in Brandom’s discussion of autonomy in Making it 
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Explicit. The first states that acknowledgement of the norm is the ground of the norm’s 

authority; the second claims that acknowledgement of the norm is a mode of the norm’s 

authority (SC:114-115). This distinction will bring out some of the obscure points in 

Brandom’s Hegelian inferentialism. What remains obscure, I think, is what it means for 

norms to be implicit in practical attitudes if their prior acknowledgement is required for 

normativity. The problem with Brandom’ s definition of autonomy as I set out to show is 

that it does not sit well with his overall commitment that pragmatics (the use of a term) 

determines conceptual contents or put differently that the aim of the game of giving and 

asking for reasons is merely to make explicit what is implicit in practice. 

 Here is the passage that Rödl quotes from Making It Explicit where he 

distinguishes between the two aforementioned theses.  

Kant's practical philosophy, his account of us as agents, takes its characteristic 
shape from his dual commitments to understanding us as rational and as free. To 
be rational, for him, means to be bound by rules. But Kant is concerned to reconcile 
our essential nature as in this way bound by norms with our radical autonomy. He 
combines the essential defining moment of our dependence on universals with that 
of our independence as particulars (as Hegel puts the point) in the thesis that the 
authority of these rules over us derives from our acknowledgment of them as binding 
on us. Our dignity as rational beings consists precisely in being bound only by rules 
we endorse, rules we have freely chosen (like Odysseus facing the Sirens) to bind 
ourselves with. (MIE: 50, emphasis added; SC:115) 

The distinction between ground and mode of authority generates two theses: henceforth 

ground thesis and mode thesis. The first says that the norm is binding because I 

acknowledge it; in this case, my acknowledgement of the norm is the source of its having 

authority over me. That is, absent such acknowledgement, the norm would cease to be 

binding. The second states that my acknowledgment of the norm seems to be a mode of 

the norm’s bindingness. This means that my acknowledgment of the norm is itself under 
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the norm. In this case, bindingness seems to come first, that is to say, it would make no 

sense to talk about acknowledgement prior to being bound by the norm. Rödl points to 

this passage in Brandom to describe the mode thesis: “but normative statuses could be 

taken to be unintelligible apart from normative attitudes without thereby being taken to be 

instituted by and therefore in some sense to supervene on those attitudes” (MIE:50). 

Brandom, I have made it clear in this chapter, subscribes to the first thesis. He contends 

that subjects can only be bound by norms they choose or acknowledge. In this way, he 

takes the authority of the norm to derive from the subject’s acknowledgement of it. The 

source or ground of the bindingness or authority the norm has over one comes from one’s 

acknowledgment of it.  

 Brandom construes genuine normativity as turning on two types of practical 

attitudes: acknowledgement of the norm (through its application) and assessment of 

norm-application. I have indicated that Brandom invokes the Kantian notion of autonomy 

to further elucidate what genuine normativity is. On his definition of autonomy, the norm 

can only be binding if I choose to bind myself by it; of course, what this norm then commits 

me to is not something I choose. It is crucial to note that Brandom uses acknowledgement 

of the norm and choosing of the norm interchangeably. 

 But isn’t Brandom equally committed to the thesis that acknowledgment of the 

norm is implicit in practical attitudes, that meaning is first and foremost practice-based? 

In this case, wouldn’t my acknowledgement of the norm be a mode of its having authority 

over me, that is to say, its acknowledgement is part of being bound by it, not a condition 

for bindingness? For example, I can be bound by a particular norm at the basic level of 

playing a language-game (autonomous discursive practice) and in this case I am only 
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bound by the norm because I acknowledge it implicitly. But upon playing self-consciously 

I have suddenly reasons to not want to endorse my previous claim or commitment and 

hence I cease to acknowledge the norm and acknowledge another norm. How can 

acknowledgement at the basic unreflective level be the same thing as acknowledgement 

at the level of the game of giving and asking for reasons where concepts are made 

explicit? How can the two instances be called autonomy? Toddlers are very early on 

exposed to all sorts of norms that are binding on them without having in the beginning 

chosen them; they simply acknowledge them as binding because they always already 

find themselves exposed to them. For example, the bindingness of the norm that ‘girls 

ought not to cross their legs in church’ does not derive from their prior acknowledgement 

of it in the sense of choosing. It makes little sense to say that girls who do not cross their 

legs in church choose the norm and that is why it is binding.  

 In order to see the significance of implicit norm acknowledgement I refer the reader 

to this passage from Ronald Loeffler’s book on Brandom: “Brandom concludes that 

discursive practices where the only speech acts made are assertions – assertional 

practices – are strictly speaking the only autonomous discursive practices” (Loeffler 

2017:61). Hence all there is to implicitly acknowledge a norm is to vocalise it or the 

minimal way in which one can acknowledge a norm is by vocalising it. But consider this 

further specification of acknowledgement: 

Ordinary English distinguishes between acknowledging commitments to something 
(say, a relationship or a political idea) vs. acknowledging commitments to do 
something (say, go to the cinema). Like the latter, the former imposes on the 
committed person various consequential obligations, permissions, and prohibitions 
to do certain things. But in the former case, these consequential deontic statuses 
tend to be more varied, complex, and indirect, and they also tend to include 
normative constraints on others as well.(Loeffler 2017: 63)  
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I agree with Loeffler’s interpretation that acknowledgment in Brandom means 

‘acknowledging commitments to something’ in the sense of having various consequential 

obligations, permissions and prohibitions that are varied and complex and involve 

relationships with others. In this case, how can this minimal sense of acknowledgement 

as assertion where one barely grasps the implications of their commitment be equated 

with autonomy? Of course, it bears repeating that Brandom is more concerned with 

mature practitioners in a particular language game. Only mature practitioners count as 

choosing norms, it seems for Brandom. But even adults, according to Brandom, exhibit 

basic pragmatic skills that allow them to partake in a linguistic practice without appeal to 

explicit rules. How can one acknowledge a norm without being aware of its various 

consequential obligations, permissions and prohibitions and still be autonomous? Not all 

inherited social norms stem from a choice; it is crucial to reserve the term choice for 

instances where the subject plays the language-game reflectively. My claim is not that 

choice has no role to play in meaning, but to have every instance of bindingness hang on 

choice seems to lead to the aforementioned ambiguities.  

Sellars does not fall into this difficulty. He does not think that every instance of rule-

following involves prior acknowledgment of the norm for it to be binding. The norm is 

binding because the subject is caught up in a space of reasons, an ambiance of norms. 

The bindingness is traced back to we-intentionality; norms are binding because we inhabit 

a space where reasons can be given and choices can be made but not because every 

time one sets about doing anything one needs to choose a norm. Sellars’ distinction 

between pattern-governed behaviour and explicit rule obeying behaviour deals with the 

problem. Pattern-governed behaviour can account for our capacity to carry out different 
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tasks without evoking all the relevant rules. Rule-obeying behaviour explains that 

sometimes we can make explicit what is implicit in our pattern-governed behaviour. 

Sellars’ bifurcation of normativity makes room for choice and autonomy broadly construed 

without having every bit of conceptual activity be contingent on them.  

Brandom’s search for genuine normativity motivates his appeal to the Kantian 

notion of autonomy: we are not immediately compelled by the norm. Crucial to applying 

the norm is our acknowledgement of it. While I am sympathetic to his attempt to describe 

normativity and meaning in non-naturalistic terms, I believe he needs to revise his 

definition of autonomy. For the latter as it stands is inconsistent with his intent to ground 

semantics in pragmatics.  

Interestingly, Jeremy Wanderer in his extensive book on Brandom challenges this 

ideal of autonomy in light of Brandom’s commitment to objectivity. Wanderer holds that 

there seems to be a tension between ‘objectivity’ and ‘autonomy’ in the I-thou reciprocal 

model of recognition. Objectivity is realised for Brandom when others supervise every 

move I make in the game to ensure that what is right is right not because I deem it right. 

Wanderer argues that: 

A motivation for the thesis [autonomy thesis] is the removal of the threat of coercion 
by, and alienation from, the rational norms to which one is bound in any instance of 
legitimate normative authority… The model of mutual recognition, whose basic unit 
of account is the I-Thou pairing of scorekeeper and gameplayer, cannot follow the 
standard model [Kantian model] in this, as the undertaking of a commitment is not 
something that an individual can achieve on her own. The gameplayer’s contribution 
to the division of labour is her autonomous decision which piece to play in the game. 
This cannot be glossed by saying that this is her autonomous decision to undertake 
a commitment. To undertake a commitment for Brandom is to do something that 
makes it appropriate for others to attribute that commitment to the individual. This is 
something the individual cannot do alone, however much she wills it, or however 
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elaborate her own performances. (Wanderer 2008: 166, my emphasis, my 
comments) 

Wanderer seems to be saying that because undertaking a commitment requires others’ 

approval there is a risk of sacrificing individual autonomy at the ‘altar of the social group’. 

Autonomy is following one’s own rules, in the case of Brandom more specifically, it is 

choosing which rules to follow so that others can assess my moves. But it makes no 

sense, according to Wanderer, to talk about my own commitments if these cannot 

materialise without someone else attributing commitments to me. It is hard to see how a 

commitment about objective facts whose authority has to come from outside the practice 

but be exemplified by the attitude of authoritative practitioners can be cases of genuine 

autonomy. The examples that Brandom uses are moves such as: ‘that metal is 

molybdenum’ (TOMD: 221). Wanderer is saying that objectivity and autonomy do not 

seem to fit together;  

 Brandom is aware of this. This is why he emphasises the positive freedom to be 

gained from constraining oneself by norms but this is not the same as choosing the norm 

for it be binding in the genuine sense of choosing. Brandom wants to avoid an account 

where norms become coercive. But he does not need to have every instance of 

normativity be a case of autonomy as he defines it. My claim is that having a choice in 

the genuine sense presupposes internalising a whole array of norms that are not of our 

choosing. Only then are we granted the privilege to own up to the cluster of commitments 

we have previously synthesised by renouncing some, reconceptualising others, and 

having the possibility to inhabit new spaces of reasons. 
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The picture we are approaching in this project in light of our discussions thus far is 

that meaning does not require autonomy in the way Brandom has it. What is needed is 

an account of meaning that turns on the replicability of linguistic configurations. Such 

account construes change as built into meaning and living language. But of course, this 

same account must tell us how subjects can be socio-historically constituted while still 

retaining their status as free agents capable of making choices. Three points are in order 

to understand the implication of constituted subjectivity. First, meaning is subject-

dependent in the sense that we need subjects to partake in linguistic practices in order to 

get meaning at all, even at the unreflective level of playing a language game. Second, 

subjects can inherit meanings or norms and institute them without doing so reflectively. 

Such institution does not always stem from a choice. This is why, for example, patriarchal 

norms have been instituted time and time again without always being chosen. One would 

not want to call all instances of replication of patriarchal norms a choice for obvious 

reasons. To pretend otherwise is to accord the subject too much authority and 

responsibility. But of course, we have the capacity to actively institute certain norms, by 

inheriting meanings responsibly. This is owing to the subject’s capacity for reflection that 

comes with the possibility of repetition in connection with memory. In this sense, it would 

make sense to say that subjects constitute meaning. But this would not be the primary 

mode of being of these linguistic practices. Hence, in the case of subjects informing their 

language I reserve the term active institution or active inheritance as opposed to 

constitution. The transition from Brandom to Derrida is to try to elucidate the obscure 

points in Brandom’s inferentialism. Through Derrida’s notion of iterability it would be 

possible to elucidate how implicit rule-following can be connected to explicit rule following 
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without falling into difficulties and without giving a naïve picture of conceptual change. In 

a way, the Derridian framework is put forward in this thesis to address the shortcomings 

of Sellars’ normative functionalism and Brandom’s Hegelian inferentialism when it comes 

to assessing the question of conceptual change. But it is important to note that the 

Derridian framework can only accomplish that after having gained insights from the 

Sellarsian and Brandomian frameworks.  

 

 
Chapter Four: Deconstruction and Derrida’s Trace 

 

The aim of this chapter is to spell out Derrida’s view on signification through his 

conception of the ‘trace’. Derrida’s take on signification is intimately tied to his 

‘deconstruction of the metaphysics of presence’. ‘The metaphysics of presence’ is a 

current in the history of philosophy that validates ‘presence’ as a foundation, the latter 

being a unity immediately available or present (e.g., subject, intuition, hupokeimenon, 

object etc.). I first show the relevance of Derrida’s view of signification to my discussions 

in the previous chapters in section 1. Indeed, I contend that Derrida’s deconstruction of 

Husserl’s phenomenology is akin to Sellars’ rejection of the myth of the given. In section 

2, the task is to reflect on the status of language and writing along Derridian lines. Derrida 

contends that writing plays a more central role than that ascribed to it by the philosophical 

tradition. But it is crucial to note that Derrida has in mind a much broader notion of writing. 

The latter will pave the way for his understanding of signification through ‘the trace’ and 

‘différance’. Finally, section 3 discusses the trace in light of Husserlian concepts. To 
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anticipate, the trace and différance have to do with the non-foundation of signification and 

the challenge is to try to articulate what non-foundation entails. The elucidation of the 

term différance will be the task of Chapter Five. The ultimate aim of this chapter is to 

embark on this narrative of radical changes in meaning that will only become complete in 

Chapter Five. Radical conceptual change, the suggestion goes, is illustrated as 

displacement and drifts in meaning that results from the sign’s ‘iterability’. 

 

1. Deconstruction of Husserlian phenomenology 

This section argues that Derrida’s deconstruction of the metaphysics of presence 

in Husserl’s phenomenology is comparable to Sellars’ critique of givenness.16 The 

suggestion is that they share the same commitment as to the question of givenness: 

Sellars argues that there is no such thing as something that is immediately present to the 

subject. Similarly, Derrida contends that there is no such thing as something that is purely 

and simply ‘there’. The suggestion for both is that language is always already at work in 

conscious experience. Nevertheless, the contexts of their respective discussions and the 

conclusions they draw from them differ. Chapter one shows that in order for anything to 

 
16 While this section touches directly on Husserl’s phenomenology, it is not concerned with any interpretative 

questions; that is, this section does not dwell on whether Derrida’s critique of Husserl’s phenomenology as an instance 

of ‘presence’ is fair. For the purpose of this project, what matters is Derrida’s critical dismantling of the notion of a 

pure and simple present. I mention in passing, however, that Derrida can be disingenuous at times in his deconstruction 

of Husserl’s phenomenology. For instance, Derrida claims to be merely focusing on Husserl’s Investigations but has 

frequent recourse to other later texts. Moreover, Derrida seems to hint that Husserl’s notion of the pre-expressive 

stratum of sense is at the heart of Husserl’s phenomenology while Husserl himself acknowledges that such 

stratification is not absolute16:“For not too much should be expected of the metaphor stratification; expression is not 

something like a coat of varnish, or like a piece of clothing covering it over; it is a mental formation excercizing new 

intentive functions on the intentive substratum and which correlatively, is subjected to the intentive functions of the 

<substratum>.”(Ideas I: 297)The notion of the pre-expressive stratum of sense allows Derrida to mount his 

deconstruction of Husserl’s text. For this notion brings out one form of givenness in Husserl’s phenomenology.  
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be presented to consciousness as a ‘this-such’, Sellars contends, we need a wider 

network of concepts embedded in a language.  

The metaphysics of presence is a ‘gesture’ in the history of philosophy to search 

for a pure and immediate unity, namely presence. The latter is foundational precisely by 

virtue of being simply or really ‘there’. Deconstruction, as Derrida conceives it, takes issue 

with the supreme value of presence in any system of thought. Be that as it may, to say 

that Derrida recuses presence is also to miss the point of his method of deconstruction. 

In the final analysis, Derrida’s reflections do involve a view of presence. Added to this 

proposition is the qualification that what gives ‘presence’ cannot be present and the 

presence it yields can only be provisional. This will become clear as we proceed. The 

deconstruction of the metaphysics of presence can be further made sense of in terms of 

a deconstruction of a linear conception of temporality, i.e., temporality construed on the 

basis of the present mode, the ‘now’. Derrida’s contention is that ‘self-presence’ will 

always be shot through with what the phenomenological reduction reveals only to leave 

in the background namely, absence, mediation, difference etc. All of these features, we 

will see shortly, fall under the category of indication in Husserl’s phenomenology.  

As for deconstruction, it is the hallmark of Derrida’s thinking. It consists in a reading 

of the text that seeks to weave out its incompatible claims. Such exercise reveals a 

tension between two opposing motifs: foundation and non-foundation. The former 

concerns the author’s express intention whereas the latter concerns an aspect of the text 

to which the author is blind. The suggestion is that the tension is constitutive of the text in 

general. On the surface, the motif of foundation often prevails and as such suppresses 

the tension inherent in the text. The idea is that the text always goes beyond what the 
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writer intends it to be. Nonetheless, the claim that goes against Husserl’s express 

intention is not foreign to Husserl. Husserl’s text, Derrida contends, supplies the 

conceptual tools to argue against its main advances. Although deconstruction offers a 

critique of the text, it is not a critique for the sake of critique, destruction for the sake of 

destruction (OG: 21). On the contrary, there is genuine effort to reconstruct the different 

elements that make up the text. Nevertheless, deconstruction happens in the text whether 

or not someone points it out, thus making it a descriptive enterprise.  

Deconstruction of the metaphysics of presence is inspired by Heidegger’s 

‘destruktion’ or critical dismantling of the history of philosophy, particularly the history of 

metaphysics or ontotheology (BT: H 19-27). ‘Destruktion’, in German, the translation of 

which gave Derrida ‘deconstruction’ means not destruction but rebuilding from the ruins. 

The thought for Heidegger is to recover that which is unthought in metaphysics or what 

he calls the forgetfulness of Being. How is the meaning of Being forgotten by 

metaphysics? The forgetfulness of Being is manifested by the reduction of Being to a 

being or an entity. It is by reducing Being to a first principle, arkhe, hupokeimenon God, 

or a transcendental subject etc. that one becomes oblivious to the meaning of Being, 

according to Heidegger. Such forgetfulness is not a mistake on the part of metaphysics: 

metaphysics is metaphysics insofar as it reduces Being to an entity. Philosophy since 

Plato has been guilty of concealing the meaning of Being and privileging an entity as the 

mode of access to Being. Already are found the motifs of foundation and non-foundation 

characteristic of Derrida’s deconstruction. Non-foundation in the later Heidegger pertains 

to the retraction of Being in its historical dispensation. Indeed, Being gives itself by 

reducing itself to an entity. But Being’s gift presupposes its retraction, concealment, 
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hiddenness (BW: 160). I will come back to this thought in Chapter Five when explaining 

Derrida’s différance whose echoes are found in Heidegger interconnection between truth, 

Being and the understanding of Being.  

At the start of chapter 1 of Speech and Phenomena, Derrida introduces Husserl’s 

distinction between two heterogenous kinds of sign: indication and expression. 

Expressive signs are charged with Bedeutung or meaning17 whereas indicative signs are 

bereft of meaning. Bedeutung is here provisionally characterised as the subject’s 

animating intention or her wanting to say (‘vouloir-dire’). An example of indication is that 

smoke is a sign that indicates fire, a siren indicates an ambulance, a fossil indicates that 

there was life etc. There is indication when that which is indicated or pointed to is absent. 

Smoke does not indicate fire if the latter is present. Derrida observes that the distinction 

between indication and expression gives an inkling of what he terms the ‘historic destiny’ 

of Husserl’s phenomenology. The historic destiny is the concatenation of the two 

aforementioned motifs namely, foundation and non-foundation:  

The historic destiny of phenomenology seems in any case to be contained in these 
two motifs: on the one hand, phenomenology is the reduction of naïve ontology, the 
return to an active constitution of sense and value, to the activity of a life which 
produces truth and value in general through its signs. But at the same time, without 
being simply juxtaposed to this move another factor will necessarily confirm the 
classical metaphysics of presence and indicate the adherence of phenomenology 
to classical ontology. (SP: 25-26) 

 
17 Derrida keeps the German term Bedeutung because there is no word for meaning in French in the sense intended by 

Husserl. It would be inappropriate to translate meaning as ‘signification’ in French; whereas one can very well say in 

both English and German that a sign is without meaning it makes no sense in French to say that a sign is without 

signification: “on ne peut dire en français, sans contradiction, qu’un signe est privé de signification.”(La voix et le 

Phénomène, p. 19)   
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Notwithstanding Husserl’s insistence on the radicality of this distinction, Husserl does not 

question the unity of the sign. The absence of such question is telling; it frames 

phenomenology along the two motifs.  

On the one hand, the absence of such question could be read as dogmatism (the 

second motif identified in the previous passage); Husserl would be basing the dissociation 

of indication from expression on an essence of the sign which he does not unpack. To 

say that there is an essence of the sign is to submit the sign to truth. This is, in other 

words, to acknowledge pure formalism: truth is prior to the sign in the order of explanation.  

On the other hand, the absence of the same question could be read as a break with naïve 

ontology (the first motif identified in the previous passage). To see why consider the 

following: to pose the question ‘what is the sign?’ is to presume that we have a pre-

comprehension, an essence or the truth of the sign. ‘What is the sign?’ is an ontological 

question that elicits an ontological answer which would make the sign conditioned by 

truth. Hence the absence of the question of the sign reverses the order of explanation 

characteristic of naïve ontology. This gestures toward the production of truth via language 

and signification rather than the mere recording of truth. 

In affirming that "logical meaning (Bedeutung) is an expression," that there is 
theoretical truth only in a statement, in resolutely concerning himself with linguistic 
expression as the possibility of truth and in not presupposing the essential unity of 
the sign, Husserl might seem to reverse the traditional procedure and, in the activity 
of signification, attend to what —although it has no truth in itself—conditions the 
movement and concept of truth. Along a whole itinerary which ends in The Origin of 
Geometry, Husserl will accord a growing attention to that which, in signification, in 
language, and in inscription, deposits [consigne] ideal objectivity, produces truth or 
ideality, rather than simply records it. (SP: 25) 

The bifurcation of the sign comes in handy when Husserl finds himself committed, 

be it intentionally or unintentionally, to the two aforementioned stated motifs. Husserl’s 
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phenomenology acknowledges the production of truth via language and signification. At 

the same time, Husserl wants to maintain a pre-expressive and hence pre-linguistic 

stratum of sense which itself constrains signification. Husserl’s starting point is of course 

to bracket the theses of naïve realism which are all premised on the claim that there exists 

a world independently of consciousness. The bracketing is followed by a reduction 

whereby the theses of naïve realism or what he also calls the natural attitude are 

examined as theses, the convictions of the natural attitude are examined as convictions. 

What the bracketing brings out is the principle of all principles; the latter states that the 

minimum unit of cognition are intuitions; these are bare givens, originally presented to 

consciousness; any cognition must use them as evidence and expressive statements 

must conform to them18.  

No conceivable theory can make us err with respect to the principle of all principles: 
that every originary presentive intuition is a legitimizing source of cognition, that 
everything originarily (so to speak, in its ‘personal’ actuality) offered to us in ‘intuition’ 
is to be accepted simply as what it is presented as being, but also only within the 
limits in which it is presented there. We see indeed that each [theory] can only again 
draw its truth itself from originary data. Every statement which does no more than 
confer expression on such data by simple explication and by means of significations 
precisely conforming to them is . . . actually an absolute beginning called upon to 
serve as a foundation, a principium in the genuine sense of the word.” (Ideas I 44) 

To be sure, Husserl contends that these intuitions are intended and given meaning 

through ‘inner horizons’, the latter being meaning-complexes through which intuitions get 

their determination. In Ideas I, Husserl draws a distinction between the noesis, the act of 

conferring meaning on sensations, and the noema, the meaning conferred on the 

sensations. In Ideas I, Husserl further distinguishes between pre-expressive intending 

 
18 “  
 



  142 

and an expressive stratum of sense. Expressive intending would be the act of giving 

expression to one’s intentionalities. One can intend intuitions without necessarily 

expressing them. There is a double movement of sense whereby the first concerns an 

act-intentionality and the second the act of expressing the content of any intending. 

We shall restrict our regard exclusively to ‘signifying’ and ‘signification.’ Originally, 
these words concerned only the linguistic sphere, that of ‘expressing’. But one can 
scarcely avoid and, at the same time, take an important cognitive step, extending 
the signification of these words and suitably modifying them so that they can find 
application of a certain kind to the whole noetic-noematic sphere: thus application 
to all acts, be they now combined with all expressive acts or not. Thus we have 
continued to speak of “sense” in the case of all intentive mental processes—a word 
which is used in general as equivalent to ‘signification’. For the sake of distinctness 
we shall prefer the term signification for the old concept and, in particular, in the 
complex locution of ‘logical’ or ‘expressive’ signification. We shall continue to use 
the word sense as before in the most all-inclusive range. (Ideas I 294, my italics. 
Also see Speech and Phenomena p. 19.)    

This is the sense in which there is a pre-expressive stratum of sense that only expression 

in its purity can reveal. This is why the term sense covers the whole noetic-noematic 

structure, including the pre-expressive stratum whereas the term meaning is used merely 

for expression.   

At this point, it seems as though the distinction between indication and expression 

is that between linguistic and non-linguistic signs. But things are not so simple since 

language itself, according to Husserl, is caught in an indicative web. The bifurcation of 

the sign is what permits the two motifs of phenomenology to cohabit. Indeed, expression 

needs to be dissociated from indication in order to reflect ‘the living present’ in its purity. 

Everything that falls under the category of indication i.e., the empirical, the mediated, the 

implicit is going to be excluded from meaning. Again, for Husserl, pure expressions are 

logical; they reflect the pre-expressive stratum of lived experience or sense. (SP: 19-20) 
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Derrida argues that “the difference between indication and expression very quickly 

appears in the course of the description to be a difference more functional than 

substantial. Indication and expression are functions or signifying relations, not terms.” 

(SP: 20) Husserl notices that every expression seems to be enmeshed in an indicative 

web. Derrida points out that Husserl acknowledges the ‘entanglement’ of expression and 

indication but maintains their de jure separation. Thus, Husserl, according to Derrida, is 

adamant that there is such a thing as pure expression. 

Derrida endeavours to show that the ‘entanglement’ between indication and 

expression is irreducible. In other words, indication and expressions are always and will 

always be entangled; there is no conceivable situation in which expression exists without 

indication and vice versa. For Derrida, the irreducibility of the entanglement amounts to 

the claim that ‘self-presence’ is conditioned by non-presence and mediation, i.e., 

signification. Presence is mediated through the process of signification. If the 

entanglement between indicative and expressive signs were inextricable, the whole 

project of phenomenology would fail. The reasoning seems to go as follows: presence 

can only be reflected in pure expression, otherwise, it risks being sullied, as it were. Yet, 

expression is always ‘contaminated’ with indication which means that there is nothing 

pure and immediate to express. On the contrary, the whole movement of signification 

constrains presence and truth as presence. In order to demonstrate the thesis of the 

active constitution of truth across signification or language, Derrida must show that the 

pre-expressive stratum of sense is a myth. The latter proposition is contingent on the 

dissociation between indication and expression being functional rather than essential.  
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The main argumentative line against the dissociation between indication and 

expression is to be found in chapters 4 and 5 of Speech and Phenomena. In these 

chapters, Derrida casts doubt on the notion of pure expressivity in solitary mental life. As 

of chapter 3 of Speech and Phenomena, Derrida assumes that indication is extrinsic to 

expression and goes on to explore Husserl’s description of expression. Husserl 

characterises expression as essentially reflective and unproductive. This, of course, has 

to do with his intent to root objectivity in the pre-expressive stratum of intentionality. There 

is, as I have already intimidated above, a double movement of intentionality in Husserl 

according to Derrida. The first movement is from the pre-expressive sense to ideal 

objects. The second movement of intentionality has to do with giving expression to ideal 

objects. The noesis is an act of intending that confers meaning on the pre-expressive 

sense. It is crucial that the act of expression be unproductive and merely reflective. The 

justification for this is twofold: first, the pre-expressive sense must stay intact. Second, 

meaning is dictated by the pre-expressive sense and not the other way around. It is crucial 

on Derrida’s reading of Husserl that the act of expression be unproductive and merely 

reflective. The justification for this is that meaning is dictated by the pre-expressive sense 

and not the other way around. This is redolent of the theme of metaphysics according to 

which the sign must submit to truth.  

While Husserl is intent on describing the movement of expression as unproductive 

and reflective, certain clues in his phenomenology suggest that expression is voluntary 

and intentional (SP: 33). For instance, what animates the sign and gives it meaning is the 

subject’s intention. Moreover, Husserl stresses that the subject’s intention is not impeded 

in expression. Indeed, two things seem to prevent the sign from acquiring a Bedeutung 
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or meaning in indication: the body of the sign and that which is indicated. Expression 

faces no such obstacles when spoken and particularly in the ‘silent voice of 

consciousness’ because the object it expresses is ideal. The other clue, according to 

Derrida, is expression’s intimate tie to oral speech: speech is defined as ‘vouloir-dire’ or 

wanting to say (SP:35). Hence the subject’s intention animates meaning in oral speech. 

Talk of voluntariness and intention is consistent with productivity. To summarise, 

expression is unproductive in that it merely reflects the pre-expressive stratum of sense. 

Derrida argues it is equally productive insofar as it conceptualises this pre-expressive 

stratum.19   

It might come as a surprise that effective speech in Husserl is not the locus of pure 

expression; Husserl is compelled to exclude it from expression because oral speech 

contains indicative elements (SP: 34). Derrida remarks that speech proper thrives on the 

subject’s explicit intention. This is perhaps what motivates Husserl in his exclusion of 

effective speech.  

Thus everything that constitutes the effectiveness of what is uttered, the physical 
incarnation of the meaning, the body of speech, which in its ideality belongs to an 
empirically determined language, is, if not outside discourse, at least foreign to the 
nature of expression as such, foreign to that pure intention without which there could 
be no speech. (SP: 34) 

Not everything in colloquy springs from the subject’s intention. There are indeed 

involuntary elements in colloquy such as facial expressions, gestures which function 

indicatively etc. These are excluded from speech because they do not express any 

intention on the part of the subject; for Husserl, language proper does not admit of 

 
19 “Apart from the fact that it confers expression precisely on all other intentionalities, the stratum of expression—and 

this makes its own peculiarity— is not productive. Or, if one wishes: its productivity, its noematic production, is 

exhausted in the expressing and with the form of the conceptual which is introduced with the <expression>.” (II, 296) 
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anything implicit or pre-conscious; these would be mere accidents that befall language. 

Hence anything that resists voluntary consciousness does not belong to expression, or 

at least on Derrida’s reading of Husserl (SP: 35-36). 

What Husserl excludes from expression as merely indicative are the following: 

non-discursive signs such as gestures, facial expressions etc., the physical embodiment 

of oral speech which includes uttered sounds and finally communication or manifestation 

of mental experiences. It is puzzling at first why the manifestation of mental experiences 

should fall under the category of indication. That is, since mental experiences are not 

particularly empirical shouldn’t the manifestation of mental experiences belong to 

expression? The manifestation of mental experiences is indicative, according to Husserl, 

because it is not immediately experienced within consciousness. Husserl contends that 

while one can have an immediate perception of what the other manifests or 

communicates of their experience, one can never have an immediate perception of the 

other’s mental experience. This leads Derrida to conclude that the criterion for 

distinguishing between expression and indication is the self-presence of the living 

present. More particularly, expression is in direct contact with the self-presence of the 

subject’s living experience whereas indication is only an approximation, as it were, of the 

other’s living experience. In short, indication stands for the lack of presence of self to self. 

I will come back to this shortly 

The notion of presence is the core of this demonstration. If communication or intimation 
(Kundgabe) is essentially indicative, this is because we have no primordial intuition of the 
presence of the other's lived experience. Whenever the immediate and full presence of the 
signified is concealed, the signifier will be of an indicative nature. (SP: 40) 

Derrida takes issue with the demarcation criterion between indication and 

expression. He argues that nonself-presence will name the relation to the other’s living 
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experience and the relation to oneself in temporalisation. Hence Derrida is sceptical of 

the notion of consciousness as self-presence in Husserl. In other words, his claim is that 

indication works its way into the subject’s self-proximity. (SP: 37) 

To summarise, effective speech is always caught up in an indicative web. This is 

why pure expression is unattainable in colloquy. Pure expression can only be uncovered 

and restored with the suspension of the world. 20Indication is absent from solitary mental 

life as a result of the suspension of worldly communication. In the transcendental sphere, 

Husserl depicts self-presence as closeness or proximity to oneself. Hence in the 

transcendental sphere, analogical appresentation of mediate and potential intention of 

the other’s owness is not present to the subject. In the psychic sphere, nonself-presence 

is described as the absence of primordial intuition of the other’s lived experience. Thus, 

self-presence in expression is presence not in the world but in consciousness, presence 

to an inner intuition (SP: 40). 

Does this mean that in solitary mental life the subject communicates nothing to 

herself? Husserl emphasises that in solitary speech words do not indicate but show. Here 

Husserl resorts to yet another distinction in order to preserve presence. The distinction 

between showing (Hinzeigen) and indicating (Anzeigen) echoes the distinction between 

indication and expression. If it is the case that words merely show in solitary mental life 

then indication is wholly exterior to expression. Words in solitary mental life, Husserl goes 

on to add, do not indicate because that which is shown (Hinzeigen) by their means does 

not exist: 

 
20Although for Husserl pure expression is associated with speech, effective speech is indicative through and through 

which makes silent speech, for Husserl as Derrida interprets him, the locus of pure expression (SP:42). 
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The Hinzeigen is not an Anzeigen, for this passage, or this reference, occurs without 

any existence (Dasein, Existenz), whereas in indication an existing sign or empirical 

event refers to a content whose existence is at least presumed, and it motivates our 

anticipation or conviction of the existence of what is indicated. (SP: 42) 

This seems to be tantamount to the claim that words are not really used in solitary mental 

life but are rather imagined. That is, in soliloquy, non-existent words show significations 

that are ideal and certain. This is supported by the proposition that “the certitude of inner 

existence has no need to be signified. It is immediately present to itself. It is living 

consciousness” (SP: 43). Here ‘signified’ is synonymous with ‘indicated’ rather than both 

indicated and expressed.  

Why does Husserl think that in soliloquy the subject does not indicate anything to 

herself? Husserl gives two reasons for the absence of indication in solitary mental life: 

first, the subject resorts to imaginative representation in solitary mental life: “In inward 

speech, I communicate nothing to myself, I indicate nothing to myself. I can at most 

imagine myself doing so; I can only represent myself as manifesting something to myself 

(SP: 48). Second, it would be purposeless to communicate an experience that is 

immediately present to the subject. Derrida challenges these two reasons after having 

expounded them: “In inward speech I communicate nothing to myself because there is 

no need of it” (SP: 48). 

 

With respect to the first reason, Derrida argues that the traditional metaphysical 

distinction between representation and reality seems to be operative. There is a 

separation between represented communication and effective communication. Contra 

Husserl, Derrida contends that representation and reality are not merely juxtaposed in 
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language. Rather, language is the impossibility of this distinction. The latter claim rests 

on the proposition that effective speech just like expression presupposes representation: 

Husserl himself gives us the motives for the opposing po- sition. When in fact I effectively 
use words, and whether or not I do it for communicative ends (let us consider signs in 
general, prior to this distinction), I must from the outset operate (within) a structure of 

repetition whose basic element can only be representative. (SP: 50)  

To be sure, Derrida remarks that there are three senses of representation deployed in 

Husserl’s phenomenology: representation as the nucleus of ideality (Vorstellung); 

representation as re-presentation or repetition of presentation (Vergegenwärtigung) and 

finally, representation as replacing Vorstellung (Repräsentation) (SP: 49). Derrida seems 

to hold that the three senses of representation are interrelated and can be understood 

along the structure of repetition. In particular, to be able to use a word is to recognise it 

as the ‘same’ across diverse empirical circumstances. When I use words in effective 

speech whether for communicative ends or not, the structure of repetition is 

indispensable. More to the point, what is characteristic of a sign is this repeatable 

structure; a sign is not a one-time empirical occurrence. Although a sign is going to be 

different in every empirical circumstance, it has to retain a formal identity, to be recognised 

as the very sign it is. This representative structure is true of the whole movement of 

signification (SP: 50). This structure of repetition which Derrida uncovers in Husserl will 

play a major role in Chapter Five, particularly in sketching out the narrative of drifts in 

meaning along Derridian lines. To anticipate, the sign is defined by its being repeatable; 

it is possible to transpose it indefinitely and infinitely into new arising contexts. This same 

repeatability makes something like drifting in signification possible.  

In a nutshell, while Husserl wants to reserve the repetitive structure of 

representation to expression, Derrida objects that this representative structure holds for 
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signification as a whole. Derrida believes that the dissociation between imaginative and 

effective speech goes hand in hand with the relegation of language to a secondary status. 

The only way to preserve presence is to assign language a secondary role (SP: 50-51). 

That said, Derrida’s aim is not to do away with presence altogether but to show that 

presence can never be simply and purely given. Derrida’s contention, we have seen 

earlier, is that absolute self-proximity requires indication. The need for indication is none 

other than the need for the sign. Derrida views indication as synonymous with sign in 

Husserl’s phenomenology.  

Husserl's argumentation is decisive here; we must follow it closely. The whole theory 

of signification introduced in this first chapter devoted to essential distinctions would 

collapse if the Kundgabe/Kundnahme [intimation] function could not be reduced in 

the sphere of my own lived experiences—in short, if the ideal or absolute solitude of 

subjectivity “proper” still needed indications to constitute its own relation to itself. We 

see unmistakably that in the end the need for indications simply means the need for 

signs. For it is more and more clear that, despite the initial distinction between an 

indicative sign and an expressive sign, only an indication is truly a sign for Husserl. 

(SP: 42) 

To say that effective speech is representative through and through is to do away 

with the distinction between effective speech and representative speech. This distinction 

reflects the metaphysical motif according to which the sign submits to pure presence. The 

metaphysics of presence is short-sighted in that it privileges the effect of the movement 

of signification over the movement itself. Arthur Bradley puts this point about the 

metaphysics of presence as follows: “Derrida argues that every apparently pure, stable 

or self-identical presence is nothing more than an effect generated by a prior series of 

differences: nothing is ever purely or simply ‘there’” (Bradley, 2008: 7). That is, 

metaphysics concentrates its attention on the mere effect of the movement and leaves 
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out the whole movement. Derrida’s suggestion is that representation qua repetition of the 

sign gives rise to representation qua presence in ideality.  

Derrida’s own view of signification bears on his interpretation of Husserl’s notion 

of representation. In the act of repetition, the subject participates in the movement of 

language by effectively using signs. The effective usage of signs, we have seen, 

presupposes the formal identity of the sign across different empirical circumstances. The 

act or power is neither simply voluntary nor simply involuntary. It is voluntary insofar as it 

springs from a subject but also involuntary in the sense that the subject is herself 

constrained by the structure of repetition. To the metaphysical notion of ideality as 

presence Derrida opposes the notion of ideality understood as no more than the power 

of repetition. The sign is of a repetitive nature which revokes the distinction between 

effective and fictitious usage of sign. If there is no sure criterion by means of which to 

distinguish outward language from inward language and within inward language between 

effective and fictitious then the entanglement between indicative and expressive sign 

proves inextricable. 

But the primordial structure of repetition that we just evoked for signs must govern 

all acts of signification. The subject cannot speak without giving himself a 

representation of his speaking, and this is no accident. We can no more imagine 

effective speech without there being self-representation than we can imagine a 

representation of speech without there being effective speech. (SP: 57) 

Leonard Lawlor sums up the point of Derrida’s argument as follows: 

This defnition of the sign in terms of iterability (a sign consists in a minimally iterable 
or re-presentable form) means that actual language is just as representative or 
imaginary as imaginary language and that imaginary or representative language is 
just as actual as actual language. (Lawlor, 2002: 181-182) 
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The second argument Derrida mounts against the dissociation of indication from 

expression tackles Husserl’s linear notion of temporality. According to Derrida, at the 

heart of Husserl’s construal of ideality as presence is an understanding of temporality on 

the basis of the now. In perception, what consciousness intends is not only spatially 

present but temporally present in the now, in the instant taken as a point.  

The force of this demonstration presupposes the instant as a point, the identity of 

experience instantaneously present to itself. Self-presence must be produced in the 

undivided unity of a temporal present so as to have nothing to reveal to itself by the 

agency of signs. Such a perception or intuition of self by self in presence would not 

only be the case where “signification” in general could not occur, but also would 

assure the general possibility of a primordial perception or intuition, i.e., of 

nonsignification as the "principle of principles." Later, whenever Husserl wants to 

stress the sense of primordial intuition, he will recall that it is the experience of the 

absence and uselessness of signs. (SP: 60) 

We have seen that while the manifestation of the other’s lived experience requires the 

mediation of signs, the manifestation of self to the self is not in need of the delegation of 

signs. What warrants the exclusion of signification from mental experience is that lived 

experience is immediate, it takes place “in the blink of an eye”, as Husserl puts the point. 

(SP: 59). Since the unity of experience stems from the subject’s presence to herself, self-

presence for short, Derrida concludes that the temporal counterpart of this self-presence 

is the instant taken as a point. The latter conditions the presentation of primordial 

intuitions. This observation turns Derrida’s attention to Husserl’s lectures on The 

phenomenology of Internal Time Consciousness. 

Derrida points out that Husserl himself affords us the tools to call into question the 

punctuality of the instant in his lectures on The Phenomenology of Internal Time 
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Consciousness. The present moment of perception, the reasoning goes, is not really 

present.  

If the punctuality of the instant is a myth, a spatial or mechanical metaphor, an 

inherited metaphysical concept, or all that at once, and if the present of self-

presence is not simple, if it is constituted in a primordial and irreducible synthesis, 

then the whole of Husserl's argumentation is threatened in its very principle.(SP: 61) 

For Husserl, each noetic act constitutes an extended living present, a unity of retention, 

present impression and protention. Husserl defines retention and protention as past-

present and future-present. The now for Husserl, Derrida notes, essentially involves a 

synthesis, i.e., a composite of retention, primary impression and protention. This tripartite 

unity makes possible the intending of different appearances as adumbrations of one and 

the same object in a synthesis in time. That the now presupposes a synthesis threatens 

the simplicity of the instant and Husserl is well aware of that (On the Phenomenology of 

Consciousness of Internal Time: 40-43, 84-92, 100).  Derrida contends that Husserl 

himself appreciates that retention and protention do not typically synthesise a pure and 

simple present not least because a synthesis cannot be pure and simple. Moreover, 

retention and protention contain past and future elements which once again contests the 

synthesis of a pure and simple present.  

One then sees quickly that the presence of the perceived present can appear as 

such only inasmuch as it is continuously compounded with a nonpresence and 

nonperception, with primary memory and expectation (retention and protention). 

These nonperceptions are neither added to, nor do they occasionally accompany, 

the actually perceived now; they are essentially and indispensably involved in its 

possibility. (SP: 64) 

Husserl himself maintains that retention is not a mere accidental modification of the 

present. Retention is the experience of what has immediately come before the present. 
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For Husserl, retention is experienced in the present but it presents what has just passed 

in the form of having been. Retention is distinct from memory in that it is not represented; 

Husserl calls it primary memory to distinguish it from memory or what he subsequently 

calls secondary memory in order to emphasise the distinction. In this passage retention 

and protention are taken as nonperception and nonpresence in keeping with Husserl 

himself. So, Derrida is here only pitting Husserl against himself. Recall that the clues that 

allow the deconstruction of the text are to be found in the text itself. Hence, Derrida 

concludes from Husserlian clues that the present is constituted by nonperception and 

nonpresence.   

Again, Husserl wants primary remembrance and primary expectation to fall under 

the category of perception so as to distinguish them from reproduction or secondary 

memory. According to Husserl, retention and reproduction are radically distinct: the 

former concerns the present-past whereas the latter concerns the absent-past. Hence 

primary remembrance and primary expectation are radically separate from reproduction. 

Derrida puts pressure on the notion of retention by saying that although retention makes 

presence possible, it itself is not present! Husserl himself made this evident by calling 

retention nonperception and nonpresence. Derrida’s claim however is not that there is no 

difference at all between retention and secondary memory but rather that there is no 

radical discontinuity between retention and secondary memory. Hence, Derrida argues 

that there is a continuity between retention and representation, between presentation and 

representation. Derrida points out that in the final analysis, the aim of the radical 

difference between retention and secondary memory in Husserl is to preserve the 

principle of all principles. Hence what motives the radicality of the distinction between 
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retention and secondary memory is Husserl’s commitment to the metaphysics of 

presence: 

Doubtless Husserl would refuse to assimilate the necessity of retention and the 
necessity of signs, for it is only the latter which (like the image) belong to the genus 
of representation and symbolism. Moreover, Husserl cannot give up this rigorous 
distinction without bringing into question the axiomatic principium of phenomenology 
itself. (SP: 66) 

In sum, Derrida’s deconstruction of the notion of the instant as a point amounts to 

this: the instant construed on the basis of a point is a myth because it contains within it 

the past and the future. Hence the distinction between primary and secondary memory, 

retention and reproduction must once more not be taken as radical; rather, primary and 

secondary memory, Derrida argues, are two modifications of non-perception. Husserl has 

once again failed to keep alterity at bay. Derrida concludes that ‘non-perception’ or 

‘alterity’ is the condition for presence in perception. 

As soon as we admit this continuity of the now and the not-now, perception and 
nonperception, in the zone of primordiality common to primordial impression and 
primordial retention, we admit the other into the self-identity of the Augenblick [living 
present]; nonpresence and nonevidence are admitted into the blink of the instant. 
There is a duration to the blink, and it closes the eye. This alterity is in fact the 
condition for presence, presentation, and thus for Vorstellung in general ... The 
difference between retention and reproduction, between primary and secondary 
memory, is not the radical difference Husserl wanted between perception and 
nonperception; it is rather a difference between two modifications of nonperception. 
(SP: 65) 

To conclude this section, Derrida is suggesting that thought is plagued with the 

myth that it can attain a pure and simple presence. This attempt to anchor meaning in 

presence is in many ways inescapable but it itself is ideological. That is, it is as if 

whenever we think we are plagued with a false consciousness; thought in the logic of 

presence conceals absence; but the latter is an integral part of meaning. Nevertheless, 
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Derrida does acknowledge that we are incapable of thinking otherwise. This is why, he 

says, even when we think we are combating metaphysics we find ourselves in a 

metaphysical framework. To strive to exit metaphysics is to push thinking to its limit; that 

is to say to stretch thinking beyond the either-or logic. 

2.  Toward a new understanding of writing 

The previous section has shown, following Derrida’s deconstructive line, both that 

expression is not added to the pre-expressive stratum of sense and that indication does 

not accidentally contaminate expression. The entanglement of expression and indication 

is both essential and primordial. We have concluded from the irreducibility of the 

entanglement that there is no pure and immediate presence; rather, signification always 

manages to make its way through self-presence in consciousness. I now turn to Derrida’s 

examination of writing and its relationship with living speech in the history of philosophy. 

On his diagnosis, writing has always occupied a secondary status much like indication in 

Husserl’s phenomenology. To comprehend the derivative character of writing one need 

only examine the close tie between the metaphysics of presence and logocentrism: the 

privileged means of access to presence is speech; writing understood as the mere 

representation of speech is not in direct contact with presence. This reading of the history 

of philosophy allows Derrida to cast new light on writing and language. To anticipate, all 

of language operates within the logic of mediation traditionally ascribed to writing; it is not 

just writing in the narrow sense that is premised on mediation. That is why writing in this 

broad sense names meaning, consciousness, experience etc.  
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Derrida’s reading of the history of philosophy as the history of speech may strike 

the reader as farfetched; to say that it is a trend in metaphysics to relegate writing to a 

secondary status is to miss the point of many philosophies that do not primarily touch on 

writing. But Derrida’s point is to challenge the ideality of meaning and the reduction of 

language to a merely incidental code that is wrapped around a pre-existing object or a 

transcendental signified that operates on its own terms, as it were. This view of thought 

as ideal, universal, and a-historical shows up in numerous philosophical works regardless 

of their engagement with the theme of writing. One could even say that metaphysical 

views seem to underwrite the privilege of the phonè even if the latter is attended to in a 

marginal comment. Again, writing in the broad sense envisaged by Derrida goes beyond 

the ordinary understanding of the term.  

Linguistics as the science of language has always looked to determine language 

through the intimate tie between sense and sound. What makes linguistics scientific, 

according to Derrida, is its phonological foundations. Linguistics seems to derive its 

scientificity from phonology on Derrida’s diagnosis. Language, according to this 

paradigm, can be broadly recaptured through the unity of the phonè, the glossa, and the 

logos. 

And even if one wished to keep sonority on the side of the sensible and contingent 

signifier (which would be strictly speaking impossible, since formal identities cut out 

within a sensible mass are already idealities that are not purely sensible), it would 

have to be admitted that immediate and privileged unity which founds significance 

and the acts of language is the articulated unity of sound and sense within the 

phonie. With regard to this unity, writing would always be derived, unexpected, 

unexpected, particular, exterior, doubling the signifier: phonetic. ‘Sign of a sign,’ said 

Aristotle, Rousseau and Hegel. (OG 32)   
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Meaning in the history of metaphysics has been associated with the sound even when 

the latter was taken as a sensible medium as opposed to psychical, for example. There 

are traces of this claim in Husserl particularly in his description of the voice. The latter, 

according to Derrida’s interpretation of Husserl, is a pure form of auto-affection. It is pure 

insofar as no empirical barriers stand between the subject and herself. There is complicity 

between speech— particularly the voice in speech— and idealisation which is manifest 

in the infinite repeatability of the ideal object. The ideal object is infinitely repeatable by 

virtue of belonging to the sphere of ownness. The sense of the ideal object can be fully 

restored because it is not tarnished by any empiricity following worldly suspension (SP, 

75). In order to re-establish the ideal object in its purity, a medium that preserves the 

presence of the act of intending (self-presence) and that of the object is needed. This 

medium can only be the voice which is also another name for consciousness in Husserl, 

on Derrida’s interpretation.  

The ideality of the object, which is only its being-for a nonempirical consciousness, 

can only be expressed in an element whose phenomenality does not have worldly 

form. The name of this element is the voice. The voice is heard. Phonic signs 

("acoustical images" in Saussure's sense, or the phenomenological voice) are heard 

[entendus = "heard" plus "understood"] by the subject who proffers them in the 

absolute proximity of their present. The subject does not have to pass forth beyond 

himself to be immediately affected by his expressive activity. (SP 76)  

Why is the phonic signifier the most ideal of signs, in other words why is the voice the 

privileged medium whose telos is to fully restore sense? The subject can hear herself 

speak at the same time as she speaks, i.e., in the present. Interestingly, the verb to hear 

in French (entendre) means both to hear and to understand. It is as though the meaning 

of the verb to hear in French confirms the privileged status of the voice. When the subject 

hears herself speak the phonic signifier becomes intimately tied to the signified 
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(Bedeutung) without the insinuation of the outside world. The voice as pure form of auto-

affection is contrasted with other impure forms of auto-affections such as the experience 

of touching and being touched or looking at oneself. For Husserl, touching and being 

touched and looking at oneself presuppose an exteriority. Touching oneself and looking 

at oneself are corporeal forms of auto-affection, that is to say, they can only happen in 

the world. They have already exited the sphere of ownness. Hearing oneself speak, by 

contrast, entails the absolute reduction of space in general (SP, 79).  

 The metaphysical distinction between the sensible and the intelligible and that 

between the soul and the body are at play here. The sensible is oftentimes associated 

with contingency and change whereas the intelligible is that which is pure and repeatable. 

Hence the voice would be a kind of reconciliation between the sensible and the intelligible 

that preserves presence and the same in presence (OG: 37). Derrida sees in these 

distinctions a recurrent motif in the history of philosophy which can take on different 

guises. 

As for writing, it can only be secondary, derivative, an instrument because it itself 

represents a representation. Indeed, writing has been relegated to the status of ‘the 

signifier of the signifier’ or ‘sign of sign’ (OG 32). Speech would be the immediate medium 

of meaning in virtue of the closeness between the phonic signifier and the signified. 

Derrida’s Husserl equally subscribes to this metaphysical view of writing: speech 

communicates directly with the pre-expressive sense whereas writing represents speech. 

That is, writing can only remotely express sense. 

If writing brings the constitution of ideal objects to completion, it does so through 
phonetic writing: it proceeds to fix, inscribe, record, and incarnate an already 
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prepared utterance. To reactivate writing is always to reawaken an expression in an 
indication, a word in the body of a letter, which, as a symbol that may always remain 
empty, bears the threat of crisis in itself. (SP 80-81) 

In metaphysics, signification is always pegged to a system of assurances which 

must be closed and complete. The privileged means of access to this system of 

assurances is speech. If writing is nothing but a representation of speech—a 

representation of an immediate representation— then it clearly is excluded from the 

system of assurances. Speech is the internal system of language while writing is its 

outside (OG, 36). The rationale for privileging speech over writing from a metaphysical 

point of view is twofold: first, when the subject speaks, she is present to herself. That is, 

in speech our thoughts are not impeded but flow immediately from the subject’s intention. 

Second, in the state of nature, the narrative goes, human beings learnt to speak and 

understood each other before the emergence of writing. Hence the argument for the 

priority of speech over writing is both chronological and genetic: speech came first in the 

history of humanity and it seems as though only a self-present subject can generate 

meaning in speech.  

Moreover, Derrida points out another assumption that is directly linked to the 

chronological priority of speech over writing, namely the association of writing with the 

violence of political institution. That there exists an originary state, the state of nature, 

where speech prevailed in primitive societies is a claim made by Rousseau and later 

taken up by Levi-Strauss. This state of nature knows no violence because writing has not 

yet emerged. Writing is described as violent because it strips the subject of her self-

presence in the logos by covering it up. If writing is essentially mediation then it allows for 

all kinds of distortions and false sense, as it were (OG, 39). 
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The aim of the science of linguistics has always been to restore the natural 

relationship between speech and writing. The natural relationship has to do with a clear-

cut separation between speech and writing. This narrative invokes an epoch in history 

where the internal structure of language has not yet been contaminated by writing (OG 

38). In the same vein, phonetic writing seems to be the only way to restore the natural 

relationship between speech and writing by mimicking speech and the sound in speech 

to get closer to the voice. Therefore, phonetic writing is viewed as superior to any other 

form for writing (e.g. hieroglyphic writing, ideographic writing, mathematical writing etc.) 

(MP, 88). Phonocentric writing would be an ideal model to which all the natural languages 

aspire; it is the most scientific form of writing because it is capable of retrieving this lost 

presence of the logos by mimicking the sounds of oral speech (OG 43). 

The privilege of the voice in the history of philosophy, Derrida remarks, has been 

in tension with yet another implicit ‘gesture’ where writing predominates speech. This 

Derridian claim needs a lot of unpacking lest the priority of writing over speech the way 

Derrida discusses it be misunderstood as chronological. Derrida’s move is not to reverse 

the traditional order of explanation by changing the status of writing. Rather, he 

endeavours to show that the violence of writing does not happen to an innocent language; 

the latter is always already writing in the sense of violence and dissimulation (OG, 40). 

All of language is premised on the logic of indefinite mediation, derivation, instrument etc. 

which has always been attributed to writing. This is to say that it is not just writing that is 

derivative, all of language presupposes the logic of indefinite derivation without origin. 

Language in general has always already been writing. The claim is not that language 

comes down to scribbles on a piece of paper. Rather, all the characteristic features 
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traditionally ascribed to writing in the strict sense can be extended to the whole of 

language. (OG 46) 

At the start of chapter one of the Grammatology, Derrida characterises twentieth 

century philosophy as the epoch of language; this is evident in the ‘inflation’ of the sign 

‘language’, which signifies the inflation of the ‘sign’. The crisis “indicates, as if in spite of 

itself, that a historico-metaphysical epoch must finally determine as language the totality 

of its problematic horizon” (OG 6). What this means is that language in twentieth century 

philosophy is no longer viewed as an instrument that allows us to talk about phenomena 

in the external world; rather language becomes the condition of the possibility of having 

a world; it opens up a world of meaning and gives us an insight into conscious experience. 

In this epoch, “one would say ‘language’ for action, movement, thought, reflection, 

consciousness, experience, affectivity etc.” (OG, 9)  

An epoch of ‘writing’ slowly supplants the epoch of language where “one tends to 

say writing for all this and more: to designate not only the physical gestures of literal, 

pictographic, or ideographic inscription, but also the totality of what makes it possible…” 

(OG, 9). There has been a shift in the twentieth century from understanding the world, 

consciousness, thought etc. as language to an understanding of all of these as writing. 

What does Derrida have in mind? Is he claiming that meaning is reducible to scribbles 

and inscriptions? On the one hand, he speaks of a scriptural turn where consciousness, 

culture and the psyche etc. are explained as script. For example, in molecular biology the 

structure of the DNA consists of information, code or script built into the cell. By the same 

token, in cybernetics, theorists identified complex systems of information operative in 

organic, automata and social networks. Hence consciousness and social relations are 
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explained as script. On the other hand, writing consists in an operation that encompasses 

language, culture and our experience of reality. When he talks about the epoch of writing 

he has his eyes set not only on what reveals itself as script or code but also generalised 

and autonomous writing. Writing in this broad sense conditions writing in the strict sense 

(i.e., script), language in general and a world beyond language.  

The history of philosophy as the history of thought has always been writing, 

meaning that the defining features of writing in the strict sense hold for thought in general. 

Thinking can only be made sense of within the logic of writing. The difference is that 

before we were unable to see it as such. Language and meaning have always been 

writing in the sense that they have always operated within the logic of ‘the signifier of the 

signifier’. The epoch to which Derrida belongs has slowly started to reveal itself as the 

epoch of writing. The logic of writing which Derrida claims elucidates meaning trumps all 

the previous metaphysical presuppositions that privilege speech over writing and more 

particularly presence in speech. When meaning is understood along the logic of writing, 

i.e., as mediation, instrument, derivative, delay, distance etc. the supreme value of 

presence is contested. 

That said, Derrida is not proposing that meaning must be explained teleologically 

as writing. The claim that our epoch discloses itself as writing is not the culmination of 

history. Derrida’s rejection of teleology compels him to admit that language and meaning 

may turn out to be different in the future. In short, the claim is that this epoch reveals itself 

as writing and reveals all the other epochs as writing as well. Similarly, in his essay 

entitled ‘Différance’, he also observes that ‘différance’ is characteristic of our ‘era’; that is, 

we can come to grips with différance because we belong to this era. History is not to be 



  164 

understood in metaphysical terms, i.e., as involving clear cut epochs for example. 

Although our epoch allows us to reflect on meaning as différance, Derrida reminds his 

readers that différance makes both epochs and an understanding of a ‘we’ possible (MP, 

7).  

This section has explained what it means for writing in the broad sense to 

encompass the movement of signification. There is no one way to characterise meaning 

but all ways of describing meaning seem to communicate together not least in that all are 

in keeping with the deconstruction of a pure and simple presence. The logic that has been 

traditionally ascribed to writing in the strict sense applies to meaning in general. This is 

what writing in the broad sense, or what he also designates as archi-writing, signifies on 

Derrida’s account. To avoid complicating the picture. I will focus on the terms the trace in 

the remainder of this chapter and différance in Chapter Five.  

3. The trace  

The aim in this section is to articulate Derrida’s trace based on Husserl’s concept 

of retention. The aim is ultimately to sketch out a preliminary account of meaning inspired 

by the Derridian language of the trace. This account of meaning which I am reconstructing 

here culminates in chapter five, particularly in the discussion of différance and the 

iterability of the sign. These signify that slippage and displacement enter into the definition 

of meaning. The task of Chapter Five is to drive home the point that slippage and 

displacement enter into the definition of meaning. This, of course, takes into consideration 

that Derrida does not have a philosophy in the traditional sense, let alone an account of 

traditional meaning. Nevertheless, it is an interpretative mistake to suppose that Derrida 
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is a mere critic of philosophy; I believe there is something to be retrieved from his 

deconstructive work. 

The trace and différance as I said depict the movement of signification. It is 

important however to note that they are not synonyms even though they portray one and 

the same movement. They are not synonyms because there is no one way of 

characterising signification. Derrida emphasises that the trace, différance and arche-

writing are not concepts in the strict sense because they denote a movement that makes 

conceptuality possible. Added to that is the following qualification: it all depends on what 

we understand by concept; that is, if by ‘concept’ we mean that which is signified then, no 

doubt, Derrida would repudiate calling the trace, différance and arche-writing concepts. 

Conversely, if by ‘concepts’ we understand terms that allow us to reflect on meaning, 

language, concept of concept, as it were, then, of course, Derrida would concur that they 

are concepts.  

In fact, Derrida is cognisant that one can reflect on meaning and language only 

through language. More particularly, reflection on meaning and language can only be 

provisional due to the limitations in language in general. In particular, language fails to 

expound the movement of ‘production’ without the use of metaphors. In metaphysics, for 

instance, language is used to describe what the ‘production’ makes possible (i.e., its 

‘effects’) rather than the movement itself. In a way, all of metaphysics or the history of 

philosophy as metaphysics is incapable of ridding itself of metaphoricity. The only way to 

remedy the situation of language is to pit the use of one metaphor against another. 

Derrida puts the point in the introduction to Speech and Phenomena as follows: “If 

language never escapes analogy, if it is indeed analogy through and through, it ought, 
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having arrived at this point, at this stage, freely to assume its own destruction and cast 

metaphor against metaphor” (SP, 13). The suggestion seems to be that there are more 

appropriate metaphors than others. What Derrida is driving at is that différance and the 

trace do not refer to a ‘transcendental signified’ or ‘a first cause’. Derrida wants to combat 

the metaphors employed by the metaphysics of presence with metaphors inspired by its 

deconstruction. The thought is that language has limitations because it lacks the 

resources to capture the complexity of the movement of signification; it can only do so 

through the use of metaphors. This is why the best one can do is to cast for example the 

metaphor of ‘play’ against that of ‘plenitude’.  

The discussion at the end of section 1 already gestures toward the trace. The term 

trace arises in a deconstructive climate. That is, alterity and non-presence are at the 

forefront of Derrida’s discussion of the trace. As has been indicated in section 1, Derrida’s 

deconstruction of retention in Husserl does not result in the blurring of the distinction 

between retention and secondary memory; Derrida merely contests the radicality of this 

distinction in Husserl. The deconstruction of Husserl’s account of temporality reveals 

another logic that Husserl’s concept of retention conceals namely, its continuity with 

secondary memory.  

This continuity can be made sense of in terms of the possibility of repetition. 

Indeed, at the root of both retention and representation is the trace defined as the general 

possibility of repetition of the present that is never made present precisely because it 

presupposes a repetition. The consonance between retention and secondary memory of 

which Derrida speaks brings out the delay and distance in what is retained. As soon delay 

and distance are admitted into the now that has been retained, the latter can no longer 
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be present. In his essay entitled ‘Différance’, Derrida labels the trace ‘the simulacrum of 

a presence’. (MP 24) The idea is that the trace as the possibility of repetition makes 

presence possible as the simulacrum of presence or a presence that is merely 

provisional. As soon as what has just come to pass is repeated, its full retrieval becomes 

impossible. This is why retention for Derrida is a finite movement through which the now 

is retained as other (SP, 67). Indeed, Derrida describes the trace in relation to Husserl’s 

notion of retention as a finite movement because the now in its purity is lost as soon as it 

is repeated in retention. The trace in Derrida is thus the delay or loss of time that cannot 

be recovered or re-presented—that is nonetheless necessary for anything to ‘happen’ at 

all. 

This idea of delay becomes less obscure when discussed in the context of 

language. Derrida intimates that the movement of the trace is nothing other than the order 

of signification: “sense, being temporal in nature, as Husserl recognized, is never simply 

present; it is always already engaged in the ‘movement’ of the trace, that is, in the order 

of ‘signification’” (SP 85). To understand this intimation, we need only remember that 

presence is that which is immediately available as ‘there’. At stake is a linear notion of 

temporality where time is broken down into instants as points. That is, the present as now 

is taken as the minimal unit of temporal experience. When Derrida says that presence is 

a myth, we ought to understand this claim as something analogous to what Sellars says 

about givenness. That is, we cannot apprehend anything as a ‘this-such’ without the 

mediation of language. In Derridian terms, there is no living present without the mediation 

of the sign. The sign is by definition that which replaces presence and as such introduces 

delay and distance into the movement of signification.  
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Moreover, the trace brings out the division in the subject’s self-relation. 

The process by which the living now, produced by spontaneous generation, must, 
in order to be a now and to be retained in another now, affect itself without recourse 
to anything empirical but with a new primordial actuality in which it would become a 
non-now, a past now—this process is indeed a pure auto-affection in which the 
same is the same only in being affected by the other, only by becoming the other of 
the same. (SP 85) 

Derrida calls temporalisation a pure auto-affection that echoes the voice. The hearing 

oneself speak happens in the present, according to Husserl, which leads Derrida to infer 

that the generation of the living present in Husserl is a pure form of auto-affection. Derrida 

argues that even this form of auto-affection supposes that a pure difference divides the 

voice from the outset. This pure difference is that between affecting and being affected. 

If a pure difference is inherent in the voice then everything that we thought can be 

excluded from it finds its way back in. This difference between production and reception 

divides the self from the outset and brings with it everything that was excluded from the 

proximity of self to self. The hearing is not simultaneous with the speaking, Derrida seems 

to be arguing. The hearing is rather the repetition of the speaking which means that 

representation has already started. This form of self-relation is plagued with delay, 

distance and division.  

But this pure difference, which constitutes the self-presence of the living present, 
introduces into self-presence from the beginning all the impurity putatively excluded 
from it. The living present springs forth out of its nonidentity with itself and from the 
possibility of a retentional trace. It is always already a trace. This trace cannot be 
thought out on the basis of a simple present whose life would be within itself; the 
self of the living present is primordially a trace. The trace is not an attribute; we 
cannot say that the self of the living present "primordially is" it. Being-primordial must 
be thought on the basis of the trace, and not the reverse… Sense being temporal in 
nature, as Husserl recognized, is never simply present; it is always already engaged 
in the movement of the trace, that is in the order of “signification”.   (SP, 85) 
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No pure transcendental reduction is possible because auto-affection happens to a subject 

whose unity is always already divided by difference. When Derrida says something to the 

effect that difference exceeds self-proximity from the outset, he does not mean that the 

property or attribute difference is coupled with the property presence. We must rid 

ourselves of the metaphor of ‘attributes’ in order to understand the new logic signalled by 

Derrida.   

Derrida seizes any opportunity to remind us that metaphysics’ blindspot lies in 

separating the ‘effect’ from the movement that makes the ‘effect’ possible. In other words, 

metaphysics mistakenly identifies what makes truth as presence possible with truth as 

presence. Although the movement makes possible provisionally determined entities, it 

goes beyond these fixed presences. This is why Derrida is keen on delineating meaning 

as a ‘process’, an ‘operation’, a ‘movement’, a ‘play’ in order to bring out its dynamic 

nature. Dynamic is not to be construed along the metaphysical opposition between 

passivity and activity: “the immotivation of the trace ought now to be understood as an 

operation and not as a state, as an active movement, a de-motivation, and not as a given 

structure” (OG, 55). One could have arguably said that the trace is comparable to a doing 

in the pragmatist sense had Derrida placed the subject at the centre. But it is clear that 

Derrida goes to great trouble to show that the subject is another ‘effect’ of this movement. 

The notion of subjectivity as self-presence is itself contingent on the trace. That the trace 

is ‘immotivated’ signifies that it is neither the product of the subject’s volition nor that of 

an origin or telos. 

The narrative of radical changes of meaning culminates in Chapter Five, 

particularly through the metaphor of ‘movement’ and ‘play’ which break up any form of 



  170 

anchoring between the sign and presence. I show that while Brandom still latches on to 

the notion of subject as one way of anchoring meaning, however minimally, Derrida views 

subjectivity as constituted rather than constituting. Finally, I argue contra Brandom that 

what makes meaning possible is the ceaseless production of signs. That the machinery 

of iterability can never come to an end implies that concepts are never fully determinate.  
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Chapter Five: Différance, Iterability and Essential drifting 

 

 This project takes as its starting point the Sellarsian framework in which meaning 

is assessed from the perspective of rule-following. To start with rules is a way to 

circumvent the lure of givenness as Sellars conceives it. The contention that meaning 

must be examined from the broad perspective of rule-following is also taken up by 

Brandom. But, as Chapters Two and Three demonstrate, there is a subtle disparity 

between their respective versions of what it means to follow rules and engage in 

normative practices. This subtle disparity bears significantly on the view of radical 

changes in meaning advanced in this project. In this respect, Sellars’ conception of rule-

following as consisting of both pattern-governed and rule-obeying behaviour falls short of 

giving a satisfactory account of how radical changes in meaning transpire. In particular, 

what prevents the sort of radical change this project is after in Sellars’ model of meaning 

is the notion of pattern-governed behaviour. A pattern is by definition a behavioural trait 

that has been repeated given certain circumstances. This appeal to the notion of pattern 

leaves little room for reflections on conceptual change. Since Sellars’ conception of 

pattern-governed behaviour explains the unreflective, sort of second-nature aspect of 

linguistic practices, the possibility of change is precluded at the unreflective level in 

Sellars’ account of meaning. So, given Sellars’ conception of pattern-governed behaviour, 

he is compelled to account for change at the level of conscious rule-obeying. I argue in 

Chapter One that this is a narrow picture of how meaning changes in time. Conceptual 

change consists in historical shifts in our ways of thinking; these shifts often go unnoticed 
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and do not always stem from subjects decisions. Conscious authoring of changes is only 

one mode of changes in meaning that rest on a more primordial slippage in meaning.  

 While Brandom’s Hegelian inferentialism is in keeping with the Sellarsian insight 

on rule-following, his appeal to the Kantian notion of autonomy in some sense rectifies 

Sellars’ incomplete picture of conceptual change. What it means to be autonomous on 

this inferentialist model is to acknowledge the norm by applying it correctly. To be sure, 

for Brandom, meaning is a normative affair that involves two types of attitudes. The first 

consists in undertaking a commitment by applying a particular norm. The norm in this 

instance is taken to be implicit in the practical attitude. The second has to do with 

overseeing the initial attitude, i.e., assessing it. The two types of attitude are connected 

through the notion of recognition which Brandom inherits from Hegel. Subjects engage in 

reciprocal and symmetrical practices of recognition of authority and responsibility. That 

is, subjects assume the role of authority and responsibility intermittently in the game of 

giving and asking for reasons. What is it about this account of rule-following that makes 

it more suitable to articulate how conceptual change plays out? On the one hand, these 

attitudes of reciprocal and symmetrical recognition are essentially autonomous both at 

the reflective and unreflective level. Remember that norms for Brandom are first and 

foremost implicit in practical attitudes. Brandom, unlike Sellars, is careful not to invoke 

the notion of pattern in his description of normativity. This, in a way, releases norms from 

the hold of regularities and allows them to transform at the unreflective level. Norms 

according to the social recognitive model are instituted and reinstituted every time they 

are applied. On the other hand, these autonomous-cum-recognitive attitudes take place 

not just synchronically in one and the same linguistic practice but diachronically and 
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across linguistic practices. This point about history is of the utmost importance. Through 

this recognitive model that focuses on both synchronic and diachronic recognitive 

relationships, momentous shifts in meaning become intelligible. Were meaning not 

historical, changes in meaning would not be possible. In sum, Brandom’s Hegelian 

inferentialism can account for both the unreflective nature of these changes that seems 

to underwrite reflective ones and the historicity of meaning. But his model of rule-following 

is not without difficulties. Chapter Three argues that Brandom’s interpretation of the 

Kantian notion of autonomy is incompatible with norms being implicit in or internal to 

practical attitudes; there needs to be a distinction between genuine choice and 

bindingness. Where Brandom goes wrong, I have argued is in his requirement that norms 

be acknowledged as a condition of their bindingness. This cannot be generalised to every 

instance of rule-following. This is why we need to articulate more clearly how engaging in 

basic discursive practices is related to playing the game of giving and asking for reasons 

explicitly. We need to have an account that allows for both genuine choice and 

bindingness that does not turn on choice. In this connection, this chapter ultimately shows 

that meaning turns on impersonal linguistic replicability, on the one hand, and active and 

personal reconceptualisation on the other. Toward the end I argue that acknowledging 

the finitude and limitations of subjectivity does not entail moving away from the ethical 

sphere. The subject is capable of making ethical discoveries by making the impersonal 

personal through institution of norms.    

 Chapter Four works out a picture of meaning that can address the concerns of this 

project, namely how radical semantic transformations are possible. To say that there is 

no pure and simple presence is to deny that there is an immutable structure of any sort 
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that meaning can be reduced to. Chapter Four focuses on the deconstruction of Husserl’s 

phenomenological project that searches for a pure and simple presence on which to found 

conscious experience. What the deconstruction shows is that presence is actively 

constituted across signification or language, which makes the pre-expressive stratum of 

sense a myth. Presence is always already constituted linguistically. In order to show this, 

Derrida argues that the dissociation between indication and expression is functional 

rather than essential. Thus, the deconstruction of the metaphysics of presence aligns 

Derrida’s work with the anti-representationalist climate of Sellars and Brandom’s works. 

Finally, we have seen that the trace, a term used strategically to describe what 

signification is in general, is the possibility of repetition of the structure of sense that 

seems to contest any appeal to a pure and simple presence. That the trace is taken to 

mean the possibility of repetition divides the self from the outset. Put differently, that the 

structure of what Husserl calls sense is indefinitely repeatable according to Derrida 

implies that alterity has already been smuggled into the subject’s self-presence. The trace 

is the possibility of repetition that introduces delay and distance in retention.  

 This chapter carries on the reconstruction of Derrida’s account of meaning in view 

of casting light on radical semantic or conceptual transformations. Whereas chapter 

Four’s framework is the subject’s intentionality, albeit a deconstructed one, this chapter 

makes it explicit that the movement of signification comes first. In this chapter, I show that 

what Derrida calls différance is the differential play of signs in a network, though the notion 

of play contests that of a full-blown network or system. Just as there are provisional 

systems of signs, so too there are provisional meanings conferred onto terms by being 

caught up in these ‘systems’. To describe meaning from the perspective of the whole of 
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language rather than from that of the subject is to emphasise that subjectivity is 

constituted by language. Meaning turns on the impersonal for Derrida in the sense that it 

is what first makes subjectivity possible. This will slowly build up throughout this chapter 

not least in the notion of iterability. We shall see that iterability means that the sign is 

iterable beyond this or that particular subject. Moreover, iterability helps to bring out the 

historical dimension of how drifts in meaning occur over time. To say that the sign does 

not depend on this or that particular subject, is not anchored in a unity called ‘subject’, 

opens the structure of signification to an indefinite play. Because there are ever new 

arising contexts the same slowly becomes other over time. In short, three crucial 

metaphors make up the arc of this chapter: movement, play and drift.  

1. The truth of Being 

 
 The end of chapter Four indicates that presence and self-presence are mere 

‘effects’ of the movement of the trace, though the term effect can no longer mean what it 

has traditionally meant namely, the effect of a cause. For the trace is not a being of any 

sort. The crucial point for Derrida is that the movement and its effects cannot be 

understood in isolation from one another. Why is it that metaphysics breeds its own 

deconstruction? Metaphysics equates what makes truth as presence possible with truth 

as presence. This calls for a return to the source of what makes truth as presence 

possible. The source however cannot be made sense of in a metaphysical framework. 

Metaphysics is metaphysics precisely because it reduces this source to a thing or a being. 

This is why Derrida says that the trace is more originary than presence but the term origin 

is no longer suitable because it bears the residues of metaphysics (OG: 70). This thought 
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finds its roots in Heidegger’s later work, particularly in the relationship between history, 

truth and Being. This sketch will be invaluable for understanding Derrida’s différance. In 

the remainder of this section, I briefly outline three features in Heidegger’s thinking that 

help to frame Derrida’s reflections on meaning. The first feature has to do with the 

ontological difference between Being and beings. The second concerns the logic of the 

‘It gives’ that allows us to think Being. The third feature is the historicity of Being.  

 Truth for Heidegger signifies unconcealment, aletheia in Greek. Truth as 

unconcealment can be understood as what is presented to us and what thus reveals itself 

prior to any correspondence that one then tries to establish between things and 

statements. Heidegger’s contention is that Being reveals itself as beings.21Being gives 

beings their Being, but in so doing Being itself withdraws. Therefore, truth for Heidegger 

cannot be appreciated separately from untruth. Being is that which gives itself and in this 

act of giving conceals itself. Being itself is never revealed as such, for it is not a being. 

This [what aletheia is as such] remains concealed. Does this happen by chance? 
Does it happen only as a consequence of the carelessness of human thinking? Or 
does it rather happen because self-concealing, concealment, lethe belongs to 
aletheia, not just as an addition, not as a shadow to light, but rather as the heart of 
aletheia? (OTB: 71, my comments) 

The concealment of Being is not an accident or a human error but rather belongs to Being. 

There is no disclosure of Being as beings without concealment or covering over of Being. 

The retraction of Being thus opens up the space of presencing, the space where beings 

are revealed to us. Heidegger’s later framework turns on an interplay between 

 
21 I capitalised Being to be consistent with the translation of Heidegger’s later work. I use the term being 

with lower case ‘b’ to refer to beings such as tables, trees, animals, chemical processes, human beings, 
etc. The reader must always bear in mind the ontological difference between Being and beings. By 
capitalising the letter ‘b’ in Being we are not hypostatising Being or reducing it to a highest being. This would 
be to forget Being. 
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concealment and unconcealment which cannot be comprehended dialectically: the gift of 

Being also means its retraction. It is not as if truth and untruth cancel each other out or 

are reconciled in an infinite comprehension of the two. The thinking of Being’s 

unconcealment is simultaneously the thinking of its concealment, its retraction.  

 This talk of concealment is found in Heidegger’s work as early as Being and Time, 

particularly in Heidegger’s project of the ‘destruction’ of the history of philosophy (BT H, 

19-27). The aim of such ‘destruction’ is to recover what is unthought, forgotten or 

concealed by metaphysics. A shift, however, takes place from his early to his later work 

concerning what is unthought by metaphysics. This shift is called the kehre in Heidegger’s 

thinking, German for ‘turn’. Whereas in his early work what is unthought is the meaning 

of Being, what is taken to be forgotten by the history of metaphysics for the later 

Heidegger is the truth of Being or Being as such. Heidegger purports to think the origin 

or source from which Being gives itself as beings; but the source itself can no longer be 

thought in metaphysical terms; for Being is radically different from beings.: “but is Being 

a thing? Is Being like an actual being in time? Is Being at all? If it were, then we would 

incontestably have to recognize it as something which is discovered” (OTB: 3) 

Accordingly, the reader must always couple any statement Heidegger makes about Being 

with the sentence Being is not a being, lest Heidegger’s questioning be misunderstood. 

We pose the question of Being precisely because it is not a being.22 

 
22 This is perhaps the time to mention that what Heidegger means by beings is not simply a list of items in the world 

such as tables, trees, animals. Rather, the domain of beings ranges from objects to diverse phenomena such as 

chemical compositions. In a way, anything that metaphysical systems in their diversity countenance are considered 

beings for Heidegger. 



  178 

 In the kehre, Heidegger discards the question of the meaning of Being in favour of 

the question of the truth of Being because he finds his early work too influenced by 

Kantian thought to allow him to think Being properly. Being and Time takes Dasein’s 

understanding of Being to be the point of departure of the inquiry into the meaning of 

Being. The analogy with Kantian thought is this: just as the transcendental subject pre-

consciously contributes the categories of the understanding to the world along with space 

and time, so the meaning of Being is determined through Dasein’s ecstatic temporal 

structure. The difference between the two thinkers is that Kant searches for what makes 

the objective world of science possible whereas Being-in-the-world, for Heidegger, 

encompasses more than just theoretical activity (cf. CPR: B §16-27). The latter for 

Heidegger is one possible mode of being for Dasein among many others. While 

Heidegger by no means views subjective consciousness as the avenue for the 

determination of the meaning of Being, he later on in his career deems the framing of the 

question of Being in terms of the meaning of Being to be inappropriate. He remarks that  

What is inappropriate in this formulation of the question is that it makes it all too 
possible to understand the “project” as a human performance. Accordingly, project 
is then only taken to be a structure of subjectivity…In order to counter this mistaken 
conception and to retain the meaning of “project” as it is to be taken (that of the 
opening disclosure), the thinking after Being and Time replaced the expression 
“meaning of being” with “truth of being”. (FS 40-41, also see CP §172) 

To take the meaning of Being to hark back to a structure of subjectivity is to set aside the 

thinking of Being as the opening disclosure, as presencing. The later Heidegger 

emphasises that ‘man’ is not responsible for the way things are presented to us, thus 

making the turn a turning away from a subject-centred framework.  
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 To account for the Kehre using the language of Being and Time, what is primordial 

in Dasein’s structure of care is not the projection of the meaning of Being, but Dasein’s 

thrownness into the world. Dasein is thrown into a world of values she did not have a say 

in. For example, Dasein does not choose where she was born, how she was brought up, 

the language she speaks, her social and historical situatedness. Dasein is always already 

enmeshed in a world of values that shapes her quotidian dealings. Thus, in his later work, 

Heidegger emphasises that Dasein does not project the meaning of Being but always 

already finds herself in a world full of meaning over which she has no control.   

Man is rather “thrown” from Being itself into the truth of Being, so that ek-sisting in 
this fashion he might guard the truth of Being, in order that beings might appear in 
the light of Being as the beings they are. Man does not decide whether and how 
beings appear, whether and how God and the gods or the history and nature come 
forward into the clearing of Being, come to presence and depart. The advent of 
beings lies in the destiny of Being. (BW: 159)  

Man is thrown into the space of presencing or openness of Being which Heidegger terms 

the clearing. The clearing is the sending or truth of Being through which beings get their 

determination. Humans, for Heidegger, are not responsible for the sending of Being; their 

role is rather to let beings be. To be sure, the later Heidegger rejects both transcendental 

subjectivity and realism. The rejection of the former entails that human beings do not 

structure the world. Humans can only be receptive to the manner in which Being gives 

itself. The rejection of the latter implies that we do not passively receive the properties of 

the world ‘as a seal imposes an image on a melted wax’, to borrow a Sellarsian turn of 

phrase. What Heidegger is averse to in realism is not receptivity but the claim that there 

is a world with immutable properties where subjects stand related to it. We are receptive 

to Being but the latter is not a being. Heidegger emphasises that we are neither 

responsible for the showing up of beings nor for the way they show up, though it seems 
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we are responsible for letting them be. In this sense the receptivity to Being is a concerned 

receptivity.  

 There are many ways of course to describe the turn in Heidegger’s career. It is not 

enough to just say that the turn is a shift from the future oriented account of temporality 

(projection) toward a more diachronic account (thrownness). The early work touches on 

the relation between Dasein and Being but from Dasein’s perspective, which is why it can 

be considered a subject-centred framework. The later work tries to think the relation 

between ‘man’ and Being more than its terms. Notice however that the relation between 

humans and Being is itself a gift from Being which is why the emphasis is on Being as 

such: “Thinking accomplishes the relation of Being to the essence of man. It does not 

cause the relation. Thinking brings this relation to Being as something handed over to it 

from Being” (BW: 147). In a way, while Heidegger wants to decentre subjectivity in his 

later work, he does not want to do this at the cost of discarding any human role from the 

relation between Being and humans. The responsibility of humans is to let beings be, to 

reside in the clearing. Human beings are responsible for understanding Being as the 

opening disclosure (CP: § 122).  

 If Being must not be equated with beings how else are we supposed to reflect on 

Being? Heidegger himself remarks that our language does not allow us to think Being 

due to the subject-predicate logic that seems to shape it. He takes it that “‘subject’ and 

‘object’ are inappropriate terms of metaphysics, which very early on in the form of 

occidental ‘logic’ and ‘grammar’ seized control of the interpretation of language” (BW: 

148). This is why Heidegger uses the metaphor of gift to approach Being. The phrase es 

gibt is generally translated into English as ‘It gives’. The neuter pronoun does not function 
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as a subject as in ‘it is empty’ where ‘it’ can refer to an object in the sense of a 

hupokeimenon. Rather, ‘It’ functions grammatically like the ‘it’ in the sentence ‘it is 

raining’. Notice that ‘it’ here does not pick out an agent that is behind the raining. The 

sentence does not entail that an agent is responsible for the event of rain. The same goes 

for the phrase es gibt: the act of giving and what is given are inseparable. There is no 

agent that carries out the act of giving. This is akin to what in French is called la forme 

impersonnelle where the subject ‘il’ refers neither to an object nor to a subject. Being is 

not an agent that gives beings in the way a benevolent God creates the universe. Rather, 

Being is at once the act of giving and what is given: “the ‘gives’ names the essence of 

Being that is giving, granting its truth. The self-giving into the open (the act of giving), 

along with the open region itself (the gift), is Being itself.” (BW, 162, notes added)  

 What Heidegger is getting at is that the manifestation of beings happens to the 

subject as opposed to something that the transcendental subject pre-consciously brings 

into the world. Being is both the act of giving (what is forgotten by metaphysics) and what 

is given (beings). Being gives beings in unconcealment. This giving is also called the 

sending and destiny of Being. The gift of Being can only be granted in Being’ retraction, 

its holding itself back: “a giving which gives only its gift, but in the giving holds itself back 

and withdraws, such a giving we call sending” (OTB: 8). This is the claim that Being does 

not manifest itself in the beings that It gives; it rather grants the gift of beings in its 

retraction. For example, I look around me and I find that there is a coffee table, a bedside 

lamp, a blanket; these are beings but nowhere in this arrangement do I find the ‘is’. Now 

this is not to suggest that the clearing is merely perceptual. Heidegger has in mind a much 

broader conception (OTB, 65). 
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 The clearing is the historical dispensation, sending or truth of Being. The clearing 

is that which gives beings their determination, though it is by no means derived from 

beings. But the way things present themselves to us changes over time thus making the 

clearing historical. In a way, the history of philosophy as metaphysics comes down to 

different attempts to think about, not the clearing, but the way things appear for someone 

who resides in the clearing. Metaphysical systems, in Heidegger’s view, would then be a 

response to a general momentum, the horizon through which beings become meaningful.  

But metaphysics recognizes the clearing of Being either solely as the view of what 
is present in ‘outward appearance’ (idea) or critically as what is seen as a result of 
categorical representation on the part of subjectivity. This means that the truth of 
Being as the clearing itself remains concealed from metaphysics. (BW: 160) 

The clearing is not to be identified with general reflections on the way things present 

themselves to us; it is rather what makes such reflections possible. For example, what 

differentiates modernity from other epochs in history is the rise of subjectivity. Modern 

thinking is only capable of seeing subjectivity as an organising activity. Metaphysics in 

modernity however does not see that there is something forgotten in the claim that 

subjects order the world; what is forgotten is the source from which Being is given as 

such. Metaphysics focuses on what is given in an epoch and forgets the source. 

Metaphysics has blindspots in its very essence particularly as to the question of the truth 

of Being. This is so in that it discounts both the presencing of Being, i.e. the act of giving 

beings and the fact that we forget this presencing. 

 To say that Being reveals itself as beings is not to suppose that there is one way 

that Being can reveal itself. Rather, Being discloses itself in multiple ways. This is 

noticeable in the history of philosophy as the history of the dispensation of Being:  
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we can note historically the abundance of transformations of presencing by pointing 
out that presencing shows itself as the hen, the unifying unique One, as the logos, 
the gathering that preserves the all, as idea, energeia, substantia, actualitas, 
perceptio, monad… (OTB: 7) 

 That Being reveals itself in multiple ways does not entail that Being is in constant flux. 

On the contrary, there is uniformity in the thinking characteristic of an epoch. Values or 

conceptual schemes persist a while longer before they perish. Every epoch has its own 

way of viewing beings which makes it hard to determine where to draw the line between 

two different epochs. The epochs of Being overlap each other in such a way that they 

further conceal the original clearing and make it more incomprehensible. (OTB: 9) 

 To conclude this section, three features in this sketch are relevant to the discussion 

of différance: that Being is not a being, that Being is caught between the passive and the 

active form and finally the historicity of Being. Already we start to see echoes of the first 

and second features in Chapter Four’s discussion of the trace. As the reduction of Being 

to an entity is not suitable to think Being, so too the logic of attribute is not suitable to 

depict the trace. Furthermore, Derrida calls it the movement of the trace to emphasise its 

operational character. But Derrida cautions against understanding the operation as an 

action that stems from an agent. Operation is to be viewed as caught between the passive 

and active form in the same way the gift of Being does not involve an agent that carries 

out the act of giving. This thought is further epitomised in the neologism différance to 

which I now turn. 

2. Différance 

 Derrida uses the term différance to talk about the movement of signification or the 

way language as a whole operates. The first thing to notice about the term différance is 
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the substitution of the letter ‘a’ for the letter ‘e’ which yields the ending ‘ance’. Two points 

need to be made regarding this twist in the neologism différance. First, Derrida replaces 

the letter ‘e’ with the letter ‘a’ to echo the present participle ‘différant’ in French. The 

present participle’s function is to bring out the operational character of meaning as 

différance, an operation that is not quite an operation, as he puts it. Of course, in a 

classical framework this would be interpreted as a productive force; but it has become 

clear by now that Derrida has something different in view: “in a conceptuality adhering to 

classical strictures ‘différance’ would be said to designate a constitutive, productive, and 

originary causality, the process of scission and division which would produce and 

constitute different things or differences.”(MP 8-9)  Hence, différance is not a first cause 

that brings about all the different beings in the world. Moreover, the present participle in 

French generally indicates that something is in the making, a process that has begun and 

is yet to be completed. Applied to the term différance, the suggestion seems to be that 

there is no beginning or ending to the operation. That is all the more reason why différance 

is not an operation in the classical sense that has a beginning and an end. It is indeed a 

movement that has always already started and that will carry on indefinitely. This will 

become clear as we proceed.    

 Second, any word ending in ‘ance’ in French is caught between an action and its 

result, that is to say, between the active and the passive form.23 Hence, différance is a 

movement of signification that is neither simply active nor simply passive. Derrida 

compares différance to the middle voice in which the logical subject of the action achieves 

 
23 “Il faut méditer ceci, dans l'usage de notre langue, que la terminaison en ance reste indécise entre l'actif et le 

passif.” (Marges de la Philosophie, 9)  
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something which also affects it in the process. What the operations of différance 

accomplish are inside it, as it were. Différance is not separate from the tissue of 

differences it gives rise to. At the same time, these differences are perpetually changing. 

That which lets itself be designated différance is neither simply active nor simply 
passive, announcing or rather recalling something like the middle voice, saying an 
operation that is not an operation, an operation that cannot be conceived either as 
passion or as the action of a subject on an object, or on the basis of the categories 
of agent or patient, neither on the basis of nor moving toward these terms. (MP: 9) 

Although Derrida is not doing negative theology here, it is illuminating to define différance 

in terms of what it is not. Such description stretches the imagination and allows us to think 

what has not yet been thought by the history of philosophy as metaphysics, though 

Derrida is aware we can only stay at the margin of philosophy. Différance is not a passion 

insofar as meaning does not impinge itself upon on our senses. Nor is it a subject’s action 

because meaning for Derrida cannot be traced back to a subject’s intention. Absolute 

self-presence, as we have already seen in Chapter Four, is a myth for Derrida. This leaves 

us with the categories of agent and patient. Différance is neither a state of things nor an 

agent in the manner in which Being is not a being defined by metaphysics. Différance, 

like the metaphor of the gift of Being in Heidegger is inseparable from what it makes 

possible. Différance gives rise to a tissue of differences which are indistinguishable from 

it just as the gift of Being is inseparable from the giving. The comparison is to emphasise 

that while différance actively produces terms and differences, it itself is inside the process 

and gets influenced by it, thus preventing the identification of différance with a causal 

force or with that to which it gives rise. Therefore, to state that what affects something 

does not go beyond it is to make the claim that it does not accomplish the effect from 

without and that it does not itself remain unaffected by this operation. Meaning is regarded 
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as an operation that is impersonal in the sense that it neither depends on an agent to 

steer it nor goes unaffected through this operation.24 

 Secondly, the neologism différance comprises the words différend and différer. 

These two words give an insight into what meaning might look like. The former means 

discord and describes the opposition in any differential network (MP: 12). The latter has 

two meanings: to differ in the sense of the differential play of signs and to defer in the 

sense of delay (MP: 8). What is being indefinitely deferred or delayed is anything that is 

taken to be purely and simply there. I now turn to explicating these two features of 

différance encapsulated in the words difference and deferral (delay) that comprise its 

meaning.  

2.1 Difference 

 First, Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory of the sign elucidates the differential 

character of meaning. Derrida takes Saussure to be the thinker who brought both the 

thesis of the arbitrariness of the sign and that of differential play into linguistics. The two 

theses are inseparable. The first thesis states that the connection between the signifier 

and the signified is arbitrary and nonnatural (OG: 50). The signifier means the word we 

use, be it acoustic or graphic and is generally known as the body of the sign. As for the 

signified, it stands for the meaning born by the signifier. The second thesis states that 

 
24 Notice that the language employed by Derrida is both “strategic and adventurous.” His discourse is strategic insofar 

as there is no truth transcendent to language in the sense of an absolute signified. This is why he resorts to a neologism 

or bizarre terms to account for the phenomena involved in meaning or the movement of signification. The trace, archi-

writing and différance are employed strategically. This also confirms his rejection of an absolute beginning or principle 

from which one can construct a system of thought. His discourse is also adventurous looking forward insofar he 

recuses the possibility of a telos that would define the end point of the movement of différance. Hence différance is 

neither determined by a principle nor a finality (MP: 7). 
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meaning obtains through the differential play of signs: “the thesis of difference as the 

source of linguistic value” (OG: 57). The climate in which these two theses take shape is 

structuralism. The latter is a modern movement that seeks to understand conscious 

experience on the basis of linguistic and cultural systems. Hence a network of signs and 

values makes something like conscious experience possible in structuralism. This seems 

to be in line with Derrida’s deconstruction of Husserl’s phenomenological project. One 

could say that Derrida values this appeal to linguistic structures as a way to understand 

meaning. Nevertheless, structuralism’s blindspot according to Derrida is its search for a 

centre on which to ground linguistic structures (OG: 51). Hence Derrida challenges the 

systematicity of these structures. This will become clear in a moment.25  

With respect to Saussure’s thesis of the arbitrariness of the sign, Derrida claims 

that the trace is ‘unmotivated’. He concurs with Saussure that difference is the source of 

linguistic value. What this means is that there is no natural attachment of the signifier to 

the signified: “within the natural relationship between phonic signifiers and their signifieds 

in general, the relationship between each determined signifier and determined signified 

would be arbitrary” (OG: 48). Although Saussure states that each signifier is not naturally 

attached to its signified which makes the relationship between the two arbitrary, he like 

Husserl, wants to establish an intimate tie between phonic signifiers and signifieds, sound 

and sense. Of course, Derrida finds the natural bond that Saussure strives to rescue 

 
25 The discussion that follows merely touches on what Derrida takes from Saussure for his description of différance. 

I note in passing that Derrida does criticise Saussure for privileging sound in speech over writing. This will not be 

the concern of this chapter.    
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between sound and sense mythical, which explains Derrida’s sarcastic tone in this 

passage. 

Derrida calls into question not the attachment itself but the naturalness of the 

attachment of the signified to the signifier. Surely, the thesis of the arbitrariness of the 

sign is not denying any attachment between the two; the signifier must be in some sense 

attached to its signified; nevertheless, this attachment is seen as a form of institution 

stripped of any metaphysical underpinning. The metaphysical underpinning has to do with 

the opposition between nature and culture.  

The Instituted trace is “unmotivated” but is not capricious. Like the word “arbitrary” 
according to Saussure, it “should not imply that the choice of the signifier is left 
entirely to the speaker” (p.101) [pp.68-69]. It simply has no “natural attachment” to 
the signified within reality. The rupture of that “natural attachment” puts in question 
for us the idea of naturalness rather than that of attachment. That is why the word 
“institution” should not be too quickly interpreted within the classical system of 
oppositions [between nature and culture, among others]. (OG: 50, my comments) 

Although Derrida attaches the adjective ‘instituted’ to the trace he equally repudiates the 

metaphysical opposition between physis and nomos, nature and culture. The problem 

with maintaining this opposition is that structuralists have attempted to look for a pure 

state of nature that has not yet been contaminated by culture and the violence of 

civilisation and writing. But as the idea of uncontaminated speech makes little sense so 

the notion of a purely natural is illusory. The meaning of nature derives from that of culture 

and vice versa. This is Derrida’s dissatisfaction with Levi-Strauss structuralism which I 

will not have occasion to flesh out26. The focus is again on the movement of signification 

and the operations of différance that allow determined albeit provisional meanings to 

 
26 See ‘Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences’ and ‘The violence of the letter’. 
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come to light. It is hard to see what institution in the non-metaphysical sense might mean. 

I believe the term institution indicates the network of values that shape meaning without 

supposing that there is a sharp contrast between them and natural phenomena. The 

meanings of these two concepts are attached. The suggestion is also that institution, as 

Derrida conceives it, must not be traced back to the subject’s volition or intention.  

 If no transcendental signified anchors signifiers then this opens up the network of 

differences to indefinite play: “One could call play the absence of the transcendental 

signified making play boundless” (OG: 54). What makes play possible at all is the thesis 

of the arbitrariness of the sign. In other words, because the signifier is not naturally tied 

to the signified, signifiers can operate freely, as it were. The absence of a something that 

is to anchor signifiers liberates the arrangement of signifiers. This brings us to the second 

thesis according to which the way signifiers are arranged constitutes their meaning. More 

particularly, the way signifiers get arranged is characterised as play by Derrida. Where 

there is play of signifiers there is meaning: “one could call play the absence of a 

transcendental signified” (OG: 54). The signifier, Derrida contends, gets its identity from 

the place it occupies in a network of signifiers. That is, the sign is defined by how it is 

differentially related to other signs in a particular language. This, of course, entails that 

there is no such thing as a sign taken in isolation; a sign is always caught in a system of 

signs, though Derrida contests any appeal to systematicity in his account of meaning. 

While Derrida seems to accept Saussure’s holism where terms are defined with reference 

to the whole, he discredits the notion of a whole as a static, immutable structure. The 

whole in Derrida is the differential play of terms. The emphasis is on the relation between 

terms rather than the terms themselves.  
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 In light of this, every present term depends for its identity upon the trace of other 

terms which, it has become plain by now, are never simply present. If every sign in the 

network of signs gets its identity from how it differs from other signs, then every sign is 

intrinsically marked by its other, that is, what it is not. “Essentially and lawfully, every 

concept is inscribed in a chain or in a system within which it refers to the other, to other 

concepts, by means of the systematic play of differences” (MP: 11). Every sign retains 

the traces of other signs against which it is defined. Hence concepts are always 

provisional and incomplete. For example, the signifier armchair does not get its meaning 

from the full presence of an armchair in the world. Rather, the meaning of the term 

armchair depends on the sentences in which it occurs, the signifiers that come before it 

and after it, be they graphic or acoustic. The term armchair acquires its meaning by being 

entwined in a differential network such as ‘this armchair is comfortable’; ‘I want to 

purchase an armchair’; ‘the armchair does not fit in my study’ and so on. Of course, we 

need many more combinations of signifiers. This point about the differential character of 

meaning becomes of the utmost importance when it comes to signifiers that do not seem 

to refer to anything in the world such as and, then, how, besides, contrariwise etc.  

 The thesis of differential play is close to Brandom’s inferentialism insofar as it is 

the relationship between terms that matters. We have seen that, for Brandom, a term gets 

its meaning by being inferentially related to other terms. For example, the term ‘security’ 

is inferentially tied to ‘armed forces’, to ‘weapons’ etc. Where Brandom differs from 

Derrida is in grounding linguistic practices in rules of rationality. I do not see a stark 

contrast between the differential play of signs and Brandom linguistic inferentialism. For 

signs to arrange in a certain way, they need to turn on proprieties and Derrida is obliged 
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to acknowledge this, otherwise meaning is lost. Brandom wants to make it explicitly about 

norms we acknowledge prior to their application; Derrida’s account has the advantage to 

talk about implicit proprieties without it necessarily turning on subject’s autonomy. This 

will become clear as this chapter unfolds.  

 In sum, here is what Derrida takes from Saussure’ linguistics. The differential 

character of meaning confirms the indefinite delay of presence; to say that presence is 

indefinitely deferred is to acknowledge two things: first, that there is no eternal unity that 

is wholly present and foundational. Second, the process of deferring has no endpoint. If 

signs are differentially interrelated and inter-defined then what matters are the relations 

between terms and not the terms themselves. Différance makes it possible to talk about 

networks of signs where the possibility of breakdown and rearrangement lie ahead. These 

networks are not grounded, they lack a centre that would put a term to their play. An 

essential gap, an irreducible void separates these networks and makes their arrangement 

and rearrangement possible. Différance as the essential gap that generates differences 

makes it impossible for meaning to be complete. This is precisely what Derrida criticises 

in structuralism: the search for a centre on which to ground the structurality of the 

structure. The structure by means of which meaning is explained has to have a point of 

presence, an origin, according to structuralism, that would serve as an organising 

principle and neutralise, as it were, the play of the structure. Structuralists would 

acknowledge the idea of play of signs but they hold that play must happen within a 

controlled and managed totality. 

The concept of a centred structure is in fact the concept of a play based on a 
fundamental ground, a play constituted on the basis of a fundamental immobility and 
a reassuring certitude, which is itself beyond the reach of play. (WD: 352) 



  192 

 But Derrida seems to be suggesting that ‘totalised play’ is an oxymoron. Once you 

acknowledge that ‘play’ is at work in signification you cannot have a centred structured; 

either play gives rise to the structure we call meaning and the latter is open to infinite 

restructuring or the centre itself makes meaning as an immutable structure possible. Both 

options cannot work.  

Finally, Derrida describes différance as ‘empirical wandering’ though the term 

‘empirical’ must once again not be interpreted metaphysically. This is to say that we must 

take meaning as we find it. This is encapsulated in Wittgenstein’s famous expression 

“Don’t think, but look” (PI: 66). Rather than examining what signification should be like we 

examine what signification is like. In some way, Derrida is giving a phenomenological 

account broadly construed of how signification operates. This, of course, does not mean 

that there is one description or systematic account of signification. This is why Derrida 

uses different terms strategically to depict signification. Hence the wandering happens 

outside the scope of the opposition between ‘logical empirical’ and ‘logical philosophical’. 

Derrida goes on to add that “the concept of play keeps itself beyond this opposition, 

announcing, on the eve of philosophy and beyond it, the unity of chance and necessity in 

calculations without end” (MP: 7). Talk of différance is both within the margins of 

philosophy and beyond it if philosophy is understood as the history of thought as 

presence. The concept of play contains both chance which comes from empiricism and 

necessity found in logicality. There is both the arbitrary and the necessary in meaning. 

The former comes from the absence of any natural tie or anchor between signifiers and 

what they signify. The latter comes from the fact that some sort of attachment must be in 

place between the signifier and what it signifies. This of course is tied to the fact that the 
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sign must be recognised as the same in order to operate as a sign at all. Put differently, 

to say that meaning derives from the differential play of signs is not to maintain that it is 

arbitrary how signs get arranged. For example, I cannot use the word chandelier in the 

sentence: a chandelier joined me on my hike. The question now arises why is Derrida 

intent on the metaphor of play if signs are not ordered arbitrarily? I will attempt to answer 

this question in what follows.  

2.2 Delay.  

 We have seen that there is no essential or natural tie between the signifier and 

what it signifies. The absence of such tie precludes any form of anchoring of meaning. 

Although the differential deployment of signs gives rise to determined meanings in the 

sense of presences, these can only be provisional. For talk of play implies indefinite play. 

Derrida’s suggestion is not that there is differential play of signs that can be eventually 

anchored in some transcendental meaning that has not yet been discovered. The 

indefinite deferral of presence suggests that the operations of différance are historical, so 

long as the notion of history is not construed teleologically; a ‘telos’ entails the repression 

of the play of differences. The notion of a telos changes the narrative of meaning even if 

difference is at the heart of it; that is, it would be at the centre only provisionally until 

presence is reached. Hence a teleological account of history would be another narrative 

about the primordiality of presence. Despite the necessity of the differential network, any 

telos will arguably trump the network of differences that precedes it. Derrida often says 

that différance precedes all metaphysical reductions and present unities. However, to say 

that différance is prior to all metaphysical terms is not to say that it itself constitutes a 

beginning in the sense of a principle, origin, source. There is neither an absolute 
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beginning nor a trajectory followed by the movement of différance. Hence differences are 

historical in the sense that they are always already undergoing change and will undergo 

change indefinitely.  

Retaining at least the framework, if not the content, of this requirement formulated 
by Saussure, we will designate as differance the movement according to which 
language, or any code, any system of referral in general, is constituted “historically” 
as a weave of differences. “Is constituted”, “is produced”, “is created”, “movement”, 
“historically” etc. necessarily being understood beyond the metaphysical language 
in which they are retained, along with all their implications. (MP, 12) 

 
The following section will take a detailed look at the historicity of meaning as Derrida 

construes it. 

3. Iterability and drift  

 
 This section takes up Derrida’s notion of iterability. The latter presents an avenue 

toward understanding radical conceptual change. Iterability demonstrates how it is 

possible to have both provisional uniformity in meaning and radical changes in meaning 

in time much like Heidegger’s historicity of the truth Being. Recall that the understanding 

of Being changes throughout history such that it is possible to speak of different epochs 

of Being characterised by a particular way of viewing things. That Being changes 

throughout history is not to be mistaken for historical flux. Historical flux entails that things 

are constantly changing so much so that no determination of beings is given. By contrast, 

the clearing is such that beings become available at a given moment. While in the clearing 

no determination of beings is ever final, there ought to be a determination of beings, or 

else meaning would be lost. Similarly, Derrida is not denying that there are determined 

meanings that come to light through différance; if the operations of différance did not give 
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rise to determined meanings or presences, this would result in a historical flux. But that 

is not what Derrida is claiming. What is mythical, in Derrida’s view, is not presence in the 

sense of provisional meaning but pure and simple presence. Iterability is after all iterability 

of the same that eventually breeds alterity and ‘essential drifting’ as Derrida puts it. (MP: 

316-317). This will become clear in a moment.  

 Derrida speaks of iterability as part of his reflections on writing in the broad sense. 

Chapter Four indicates that Derrida does not conceive of writing in the broad sense as 

merely graphic. Rather, writing names the functioning of language as a whole. Thus, it is 

safe to infer that writing for Derrida is synonymous with signification and language. The 

rationale for this appellation in Derrida’s view is that what is said of writing in the strict 

sense generalises to the whole of language. In other words, what has been attributed to 

writing in the history of philosophy, Derrida contends, describes the mechanisms of 

language and signification and not merely writing in the strict sense. This is why Derrida 

speaks of choreographical, pictorial, musical and sculptural writing etc. (OG: 9). Hence to 

say that writing precedes colloquy or communication is to articulate meaning along the 

logic of mediation, difference and absence. This goes against the trend of rooting 

meaning in the speaker’s present intention. That is, writing cannot be a species of the 

genus communication where the latter stands for the transmission of meaning that is 

essentially one. That an intended meaning is communicable presupposes writing in the 

broad sense.   

I would like to demonstrate that the recognisable traits of the classical and narrowly 
defined concept of writing are generalisable. They would be valid not only for all the 
orders of “signs” and for all languages in general, but even beyond linguistic 
communication, for the entire field of what philosophy would call experience, that is, 
the experience of Being: so-called “presence.” (MP, 316-317) 
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This passage indicates that the traits that belong to writing in the strict sense generalise 

to what has been termed experience by the history of philosophy. This is because there 

is no such thing as the experience of something that is really and simply there. Put 

differently, our experience of the world is always mediated through language. The way 

language operates can be made sense of in terms of the traits traditionally ascribed to 

writing in the strict sense. In this connection Christopher Norris draws attention to a 

common misinterpretation of Derrida’s claim that writing is more originary. He does not 

mean that all there is is writing or that all we are left with are interpretations. 

Thus Derrida is routinely taken to assert that texts can be read however one likes 
since there is nothing – no appeal to context or authorial intent – that could possibly 
decide the issue or limit the range of permissible options in any given case. On the 
contrary, he has often been at pains to repudiate this ‘anything goes’ approach and 
to lay down stringent criteria for what properly counts as a deconstructive reading. 
(‘Deconstructionism, Postmodernism and Philosophy of Science’ p.19) 

I concur with Norris that this is far from being Derrida’s view. For one, the thesis of the 

arbitrariness of the sign denies merely that is natural connection between signifier and 

signified but does not amount to absence of proprieties. The way signs arrange is not 

arbitrary in the sense of anything goes.  

 Derrida identifies two significant features that pertain to writing in the strict sense: 

the absence of the addressor and the absence of the addressee (MP: 313, 316). If, as we 

have seen, what is said of writing in the strict sense holds of writing in the broad sense, 

or signification for short, then these features are characteristic of ‘all the orders of signs 

and for all languages in general’.  

 Firstly, the absence of the addressee in writing, as Derrida understands it, signifies 

that the addressee can always be anyone and not necessarily the person originally 
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intended by the addressor. That is, a condition of writing is that the addressee be absent. 

For example, opening a friend’s inbox does not prevent me from understanding the 

content of her emails, even though I am not the intended addressee. This is to emphasise 

that a written address is not in need of the intended addressee for it to be legible and 

intelligible. Derrida further adds that the absence of the addressee in writing must not be 

taken as provisional absence whereby writing would be a mere representation of 

presence, an instrument that restores presence. Writing, Derrida argues, does not 

represent what could have taken place in colloquy. To say that writing is a representation 

of the subject’s self-presence is to presume that this intention can still be restored by the 

addressee, however defectively. Derrida’s contention, contrariwise, is that such absence 

is constitutive, not to be conflated with the continuation or restoration of presence (MP: 

313).  

 What this means for Derrida is that in order for there to be writing at all, the absence 

of the addressee must be absolute. That is, the written address must be legible 

independently of its recipient. Or else it ceases to be writing. The claim is not that the 

written text is legible in and of itself, absent human beings. Rather, writing operates 

beyond the addressee’s particularity, that is to say, beyond a determined addressee. 

But is not this absence only a presence that is distant, delayed, or, in one form or 
another, idealized in its representation? It does not seem so, or at the very least this 
distance, division, delay, differance must be capable of being brought to a certain 
absolute degree of absence for the structure of writing, supposing that writing exists, 
to be constituted. It is here that differance as writing could no longer (be) an 
(ontological) modification of presence. My “written communication” must, if you will, 
remain legible despite the absolute disappearance of every determined addressee 
in general for it to function as writing, that is, for it to be legible. It must be 
repeatable—iterable— in the absolute absence of the addressee or of the 
empirically determinable set of addressees. (MP: 315, my italics) 



  198 

 At this point, it is worth considering Derrida’s reflection on the secret code. the 

latter helps to shed light on the intrinsic absence of the addressee in writing. The first 

thing Derrida notes about the secret code is that it cannot be intrinsically secret. The idea 

of a secret code, Derrida contends, supposes a paradox. On the one hand, the code 

conceals a message from the public. On the other hand, the same code conveys the 

message that it conceals to a selected set of recipients. In short, the same code serves 

at once to disclose a message to a selected few and to conceal it from the general public. 

Notice that the code is a revelation of temporality that is never purely present. The code 

presents itself as concealed, i.e., as potentially decipherable while currently 

undeciphered. Derrida further remarks that a code that is known by two people and two 

people only is in principle decipherable beyond their deaths. A third party can always 

repeat and reiterate the marks of the code. A condition of the secrecy of a code, Derrida 

maintains, is precisely its legibility, decipherability. A code that in principle is not 

decipherable by anyone ceases to be a code. This directly bears on the publicity of 

language. Derrida finds the idea that there could be a vocabulary that is in principle 

unintelligible by others implausible. If such vocabulary is legible by one person then it is 

in principle legible by all.  

This implies that there is no code—an organon of iterability—that is structurally 
secret. The possibility of repeating, and therefore of identifying, marks is implied in 
every code, making of it a communicable, transmittable, decipherable grid that is 
iterable for a third party, and thus for any possible user in general. (MP: 315) 

Derrida’s point in a nutshell is as follows: just as a code requires its repetition and hence 

its recognition as the same across empirical circumstances, so too a sign or a linguistic 

expression is structurally repeatable, iterable across empirical circumstances. It slowly 

becomes obvious that what Derrida means by the absolute absence of the addressee is 
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the publicness of language. Henry Staten compares Derrida’s iterability to Wittgenstein 

on the publicness of language and the impossibility of a private language that could be 

mastered by one person and one person only (cf. PI: 261): 

For Wittgenstein as for Derrida, a language or “code” must be such that it can be 
learned and practiced by someone else; Derrida’s way of putting this is to say that 
signs or marks must be capable of being “repeated” or “iterated” by any possible 
user in general” (Margins, p.315) (Staten, 1984: 120). 

 Secondly, the absence of the addressor is momentous in writing. Whereas in 

colloquy the assumption is that the speaker is fully present, in writing the addressor is 

absent from the written address. For example, when one chances upon a book, the text 

is legible despite the absence of the author. In other words, one does not need the author 

to be present in order to read and understand a piece of writing. In addition, the absence 

of the addressor allows a particular inscription to be iterable or repeatable. Any written 

sign is iterable because it is not essentially attached to its author. In other words, just as 

the absence of the addressee is read as the absence of a determined addressee, so the 

absence of the addressor means the absence of a determined addressor. Such absence 

signifies that no person has ownership over a particular inscription or set of inscriptions. 

No written inscription is original in that it could have been produced by any other 

addressor. Although Derrida talks about a written address to explicate the general 

features that have been ascribed to writing in the strict sense, I believe Derrida invokes 

small units of inscriptions (i.e., signs or signifiers) as concerns iterability specifically.  

 The absence of the addressor in writing amounts to the claim that marks can be 

infinitely and indefinitely replicated by anyone. The notion of iterability of the sign can be 

depicted as machine-like insofar as the marks are not in need of this or that author to be 
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manipulated. Writing is autonomous in the sense that although it requires human beings 

for its production and legibility, it does not require this or that particular subject. It is as if 

all the signs that we generate are always already public and impersonal. Meaning is not 

the function of the subject who generates marks that would express her intention.  

What holds of the addressee holds also, for the same reasons, for the sender or the 

producer. To write is to produce a mark that will constitute a kind of machine that is 

in turn productive, that my future disappearance in principle will not prevent from 

functioning and from yielding, and yielding itself to, reading and rewriting. (M 316, 

my italics) 

Not only is the production of specific marks detached in some sense from its source of 

production, this detachment allows it to be infinitely repeatable. This machinery is another 

way to characterise differential play in différance. The detachment of the inscription from 

its source is similar to the lag or lapse required for the passage of experience or 

functioning of signification.  

 An author can, of course, disown her writing at a later point in time. Nevertheless, 

such disowning does nothing to prevent the production and reproduction of the same 

written marks.  

For the written to be written, it must continue to “act” and to be legible even if what 
is called the author of the writing no longer answers for what he has written, for what 
he seems to have signed, whether he is provisionally absent or if  he is  dead, or if 
in general he does not support, with absolutely current and present intention or 
attention, the plenitude of  his meaning, of that very thing  which seems to be written 
“in his name.” (MP, 316, my italics) 

Derrida’s claim is not that every written mark will necessarily be iterated or repeated.  

Rather, every written mark can in principle be infinitely repeated.  
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 How is iterability a narrative about conceptual change if what is iterated is the same 

inscription? That is, if meaning arises from the potential repetition of the same marks or 

signs how is it possible to even consider radical conceptual changes? In order for the sign 

to be repeated, it must be recognised as the very sign it is, that is to say the sign must be 

recognised as the same. Nevertheless, the force of breaking with the initial context that 

the sign has is equally integral to meaning. That is, meaning encompasses both identity 

and alterity. It is through the repetition of the same that alterity becomes possible. 

Iterability can only yield slippage in meaning because the sign, as I have had a chance to 

show in section 2, is always differentially defined. The suggestion is that the ‘essential 

drifting’ results from the dissociation of the written mark from the subject who generates 

it (MP 316). Written marks are weaned from their author, as it were, so much so that she 

herself seems beholden to writing. This is, of course, to strip the concept of the subject 

from its metaphysical overtone (MP, 316). the subject is not authoritative over the 

movement of signification at all times as Brandom suggests. Rather, the subject is needs 

to be under the influence of this movement before she can become authoritative.  

 Alterity is factored into iterability because the new arising contexts of reiteration 

are never identical to the previous ones. The absence of the addressor signifies that what 

can be called the originary context of iteration is unsaturated. The originary context, 

Derrida would argue, is no more originary than the successor ones. For to say that the 

originary context is unsaturated is also to suppose that every context of iteration is that of 

reiteration. Derrida maintains that there is no rigorous or scientific concept of the context. 

What he means by this is that while a context is determinable, it is never absolutely so. 

Absolute determinability entails that the context is determinate and hence confers the sign 
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its full meaning. Derrida maintains that no given context envelops the meaning of a 

syntagma, mark or inscription (MP: 310). 

Turning now to the semiotic and internal context, there is no less a force of breaking 
by virtue of its essential iterability; one can always lift a written syntagma from the 
interlocking chain in which it is caught or given without making it lose every 
possibility of functioning, if not every possibility of “communicating” precisely. 
Eventually, one may recognise other such possibilities in it by inscribing or grafting 
it into other chains. No context can enclose it. Nor can any code, the code being 
here both the possibility and impossibility of writing, of its essential iterability 
(repetition/alterity). (MP: 317) 

A sign is the sign it is by virtue of the context in which it is found. One could then identify 

the context by looking at the interlocking chains in which the sign is caught. Recall that 

Derrida following Saussure defines the sign with reference to other signs. When Derrida 

invokes the concept of context, he can mean either the previous context in which an 

inscription is found or new interlocking chains in which the sign can be enmeshed. The 

context is what confers meaning on the written (and ultimately spoken) syntagma. Hence, 

repeatability signifies that one can take a written syntagma out of its initial context and 

insert it into a different interlocking chain of signs. This is simply to suggest that the 

different contexts of a particular sign are similar but never identical. Here is how: this 

grafting of the written syntagma into other contexts does not change the function of the 

sign. That is, the sign employed in a new context can convey almost with the same 

precision the same meaning conferred to it by the initial context. By grafting the sign into 

new interlocking chains, the meaning of the written syntagma is expanded. To say that a 

context means an interlocking chain of signs does not commit Derrida to linguistic 

idealism. There is no warrant, Norris contends, to read Derrida as saying that there is 
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nothing outside the text as some critics have urged (Norris, 1987: 142). Even Derrida 

himself disavows such claims. 27 

It is totally false to suggest that deconstruction is a suspension of reference. 
Deconstruction is always deeply concerned with the ‘other’ of language. I never 
cease to be surprised by critics who see my work as a declaration that there is 
nothing beyond language, that we are imprisoned in language; it is, in fact, saying 
the exact opposite…Certainly, deconstruction tries to show that the question of 
reference is much more complex and problematic than traditional theories 
supposed… But to distance oneself thus from the habitual structure of reference, to 
challenge or complicate our common assumptions about it, does not amount to 
saying that there is nothing beyond language. (Dialogues with Contemporary 
Continental Thinkers : 123–4)  

The suggestion is that although we encounter the world through our linguistic capacities, 

the context Derrida speaks of is a context in the world and does involve reference. 

Language is not devoid of reference to the world but to suppose that meaning is reducible 

to reference is to fall prey to the myth of the given outlined in Chapter One. Furthermore, 

not every instance in language is referential in the sense that a situation can be 

meaningful without picking out an object or state of affairs in the world. A proof of that is 

that I can tell a lie that is meaningful in the absence of reference. The thought is that 

meaning does not involve one on one mapping between linguistic expressions and 

worldly items or events. Is this to say that we are spinning in the void? Although not every 

linguistic exchange is referential language is used in a world and does make discovery 

about the world. 

 Derrida’s description of signification is congenial for semantic richness and 

fecundity. Grafting an inscription into different interlocking chains brings out new 

 
27 See ‘Predication as Originary Violence: A Phenomenological Critique of Derrida’s View of Intentionality’  
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possibilities of meaning. New meanings arise out of such insertions. This is because the 

context is neither saturated nor complete. There is indeed an essential ‘gap’, space for 

passage, growth, change that operates in a way not dissimilar to the Being which gives 

beings their Being in Heidegger. Such gap can never be recouped. Indeed, one can speak 

of the amplification of the meaning of a particular sign, but sometimes, and here is the 

crux of the matter, to the point of break with the previous contexts.   

 Although the context confers meaning on the sign, the sign cannot be essentially 

and wholly attached to a specific context. Otherwise, the sign would communicate 

univocally, but that is a myth. A term or an expression is always susceptible of being 

transported into new contexts. iterability implies displacement precisely in that the tie to 

a context is never natural or essential, that is to say, the sign is never anchored in a 

context. This is another way of articulating the thesis of the arbitrariness of the sign. Again, 

this is not to deny the sign any connection or attachment whatsoever to the context. If 

nothing attaches the sign to its context, we lose sight of intelligibility altogether. But the 

tie of the sign to a context is such that it allows the sign to be displaced and ultimately 

become other.  

Every sign, linguistic or nonlinguistic, spoken or written (in the usual sense of this 
opposition), as small or large unity, can be cited, put between quotation marks; 
thereby it can break with every given context, and engender infinitely new contexts 
in an absolutely nonsaturable fashion. This does not suppose that the mark is valid 
outside its context, but on the contrary that there are only contexts without any 
centre of absolute anchoring. This citationality, duplication, duplicity, this iterability 
of the mark is not an accident or an anomaly, but is that (normal/abnormal) without 
which a mark could no longer even have a so-called “normal” functioning. What 
would a mark be that one could not cite? And whose origin could not be lost on the 
way? (MP: 320)   
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Derrida here introduces the term ‘citationality’ to shed light on the infinite number of 

contexts and the force of breaking. Derrida remarks that the possibility of citing any 

spoken or written syntagma disrupts the initial meaning of the syntagma. Repeatability 

and citationality are, I believe, taken as synonyms in this passage. It is not that repetition 

and citation are one and the same phenomenon; for it is clear that citing a passage is not 

the same as the repetition of a particular sign, for example. The thought is that in repetition 

the sign functions as though it were cited. Meaning is then understood through the logic 

of ‘citationality’, which latter illustrates what it means for the sign to become other. The 

suggestion is not that the sign can exist in the void without being connected to a context. 

Rather, because the context is never saturated, there cannot be a centre that would serve 

as an anchor to all the other contexts. Derrida describes this feature of the sign as 

‘duplication’ and ‘duplicity.’ The sign is duplicated in the sense that it is never a one-time 

occurrence. The sign is deceitful for Derrida because although the same sign gets 

repeated a lot, it is never given a full meaning; its meaning is always subject to change to 

the point of break with the ‘initial’ intended meaning.  

 Consider the example of the slogan all means all in the context of the Lebanese 

uprising which I mentioned in the introduction to this project. This example best captures 

the point about how in iterability the same becomes other. The gist of the example is that 

the meaning of the slogan all means all, changes in light of context. Indeed, the string of 

signifiers all means all alters when transported to different contexts. The same slogan 

even if chanted on the same day can have different meanings depending on what comes 

before and after this particular string of signifiers. Recall that in the most recent Lebanese 

uprising, protesters have taken to the streets in order to demand an overhaul of the ruling 
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elite that have had a hand in governing the country since the civil war. Note that the main 

political leaders in Lebanon are mostly warlords who have been accused of corruption. 

Note also that the political regime in Lebanon is sectarianism: each sect in Lebanon is 

affiliated with a political party whose agenda is to serve the people of its sect. This, of 

course, does not preclude divisions in one and the same sect. Lebanese politics is a 

complicated matter but the key point is that all the current political parties which have 

been in power since the civil war, under different guises of course, proved to be corrupt. 

One could arguably say that demonstrators became conscious of the failures of the 

sectarian regime and the corruption of political leaders which led to the anti-establishment 

uprising. The slogan all means all in reference to political parties became the hallmark of 

this uprising. This slogan is chanted in reference to any political leader who has been 

involved in governing the country since the civil war was without exception. The slogan 

all means all which was repeatedly used over the course of months not least in hashtag 

form on social media initially meant several things along the same line: all of them 

represent nepotism, all of them are corrupt, all of them must be held accountable. This 

slogan further entails that if one were to criticise the decisions of a political leader from 

this ruling class it does not mean that one condones other political leaders’ performance 

from the same ruling class: all of them means all of them.  

 However, through the repetition of all means all the meaning of the slogan 

expanded to the point of break with the initial context. In particular, some anti-

establishment demonstrators themselves were chanting all means all but then 

immediately afterwards would name a political figure who has had some affiliation with a 

political sectarian party, though arguably remote. For example, to say all means all then 
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immediately afterwards reminisce about the Christian leader Bashir Gemayel who was 

assassinated in the civil war by no means signifies all of them means all of them. The 

political party he founded is still in power today and is implicated in corruption. To make 

exceptions is to lapse into sectarianism. These demonstrators who truly believed they 

understood the implications of the slogan show a clear case of how language and context 

exceed the intention of the subject.  

 Furthermore, some conservative groups who confronted protesters in the street 

used the same slogan with a twist. Indeed, the same slogan was grafted into a different 

interlocking chain of signs: all means all! Nasrallah (the leader of Hezbollah) is more 

honourable than all. In this case, all means all followed by Nasrallah is more honourable 

than all epitomises sectarianism. It entails that all leaders are corrupt barring the leader 

of the Shia sect. It is a break with the initial context because sectarianism and corruption 

go hand in hand. This drift in meaning happened over the course of months but of course 

sometimes a way of life takes a while before any changes occur. This example shows 

that there is an impersonal aspect to meaning in the sense that it cannot be pinned down 

to a speaker or author’s intention. It shows how one and the same slogan can take on 

different meanings depending on different contexts of utterance or writing. 

4. What of Subjectivity? 

 The picture of radical changes in meaning inspired by Derrida’s discussion of 

iterability can be recapitulated as follows. Iterability is comparable to what I call volatile 

functionalism. It is a kind of functionalism, I think, in that signs as depicted by Derrida 

have a way of functioning. Their function is defined in terms of their place in a differential 
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configuration of signs. What allows signs to function in particular ways is precisely their 

repeatability. This functionalism is volatile insofar as any functioning can alter through 

repetition. In the same vein, this functionalism describes a machinery that is constantly 

derailed from its telos. Any differential manoeuvring of signs is derailed because it will 

always turn out to be other than what how it was ‘meant’ to function. Of course, these are 

not explicitly Derrida’s words but the use of the terms ‘machine’ and ‘functioning’ in his 

discussion of iterability confirms such reading. The remainder of this chapter outlines two 

final points in relation to Brandom’s inferentialism. The first point has to do with the role 

of subjectivity whereas the second point brings up the place of rationality in this picture of 

radical conceptual shifts. 

 What of subjects in this picture of meaning? While subjects are needed to 

manipulate, iterate and reiterate signs, they seem to operate as though they were 

‘automata’ who ceaselessly reproduce marks. Does this mean that subjects have no 

agency or capacity for reflection given Derrida’s understanding of iterability? The 

discussion in this chapter seems to gesture toward two claims: first, self-presence is 

divided from the outset; second, there is no constituting subjectivity.  

This determination of "absolute subjectivity" would also have to be crossed out as 
soon as we conceive the present on the basis of difference, and not the reverse. 
The concept of subjectivity belongs a priori and in general to the order of the 
constituted. This holds a fortiori for the analogical appresentation that constitutes 
intersubjectivity… There is no constituting subjectivity. The very concept of 
constitution itself must be deconstructed. (SP: 84-84) 

The suggestion is that there is no unity called ‘subject’ presupposed for the application of 

concepts. We have seen this in Brandom’s model of meaning where what characterises 

a subject is the cluster of commitments that she has synthesised in a particular stage of 

the game of giving and asking for reasons. In this sense, Brandom is on a par with Derrida 
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who maintains that the differential play of signs taken as a whole is what makes subjects 

possible. That subjects are not constituting suggests that they are in some sense 

constituted. Nevertheless, Derrida’s contention is that the concept of ‘constitution’ itself 

needs to be deconstructed. Constitution the way it is employed here does not signify the 

constitution of an ‘essence’ or a static ‘unity’ called subject. Derrida stresses that 

‘constitution’ must be deconstructed such that the idea of constituted subjectivity must not 

be taken uncritically. The concept of constitution comes from Kant. The subject, according 

to Kant, pre-consciously constitutes the structure of reality by means of fixed categories 

of the understanding (CPR: B §16-27). To say that language in its versatile character and 

the complex mechanisms that shape it constitutes the subject is not to say that language 

imparts a fixed identity on the subject. Rather subjects are subjects insofar as they occupy 

the space of signification where signs are ceaselessly replicated. What an empirically 

determined subject is changes in time; subjects can navigate between different linguistic 

configurations across contexts.  

  Moreover, Derrida maintains that repeatability happens in languages, cultures and 

traditions. In this connection, “we are insofar as we inherit” (SM:68). This is the sense that 

through linguistic-cum-cultural replicability subjects come to the fore. This is akin to 

Sellars’ contention that one must instantiate many uniformities of behaviour before one 

becomes a mature member of the linguistic community capable of obeying explicit rules. 

The difference between the two frameworks, however, is that in Derrida change is built 

into meaning, the force of breaking is internal to the sign, as it were, and that cannot be 

secured by the notion of pattern-governed behaviour. A pattern-governed behaviour is by 

definition that which has been instantiated and will be instantiated as the same in specific 
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circumstances. A pattern is a disposition to act in such a and such way given 

circumstances. The notion of a pattern can be utilised to describe animal behaviour. As 

such, it can hardly be seen as allowing for conceptual versatility or change. The Derridian 

contribution to this thesis’ debate is that memory in repetition implicates the future. Every 

identity must be understood against a background of a tradition, a language. But these 

are not understood or comprehended once and for all. Proper understanding of a tradition, 

of a history involves an infinite process of repetition, reflective and unreflective. This will 

be transformative because while contexts are similar in an infinite number of respects, 

they are equally dissimilar in an infinite number of respects.  

 Derrida’s iterability is my middle way proposal to address the difficulties in which 

Sellars’ normative functionalism and Brandom’s Hegelian inferentialism are entangled 

when it comes to assessing the significance of conceptual change in time. The narrative 

of iterability can describe how we can massively produce signs and replicate implicit 

norms, to use Brandomian terminology, without being responsible for every instance of 

iteration. The claim is that meaning would not get off the ground if it were not for this 

process of massive impersonal dissemination of signs which is equivalent to internalising 

many norms that are up and running in the linguistic practice. But notice that through 

repetition the subject is capable of critical reflection and of resisting the hold of certain 

norms. These norms themselves are being transformed with every application even if 

such transformation is unnoticeable. To resist norms can be further supplemented with 

efforts to reconceptualise our ways of life and actively transform our tradition. Since a 

heritage is never given, never simply and really ‘there’ but is rather always already 

reconstructed from the future (because ceaselessly recontextualised), the repetition of a 
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tradition is a “critical and transformative filter” (SM: 128). Transformation has always 

already started; we seem to do so both reflectively and unreflectively in different degrees.  

 In this sense, contrary to Brandom, subjects do not need to choose every norm in 

order to inherit them. Subjects can institute and reinstitute norms without being 

responsible for every instituting act (Brandom’s practical attitudes). It is worthy of mention 

that one aspect of Brandom’s perspectival social recognitive model is not at odds with 

this. Brandom, remember, grounds the (explicit) game of giving and asking for reasons 

on the pragmatically basic form of playing a language game. In this basic form, subjects 

acknowledge norms minimally. What it means to minimally acknowledge a norm is to 

assert it. But there is a stark contrast between minimal acknowledgement of a norm and 

full-blown choice which is why I think it is a mistake to require that every instance of norm 

institution be autonomous. We are always already repeating concepts and reconstructing 

them through recontextualisation. But the latter is not always active transformation. It is 

as if Derrida’s iterability is a way to deconstruct the role of autonomy in Brandom’s 

Hegelian inferentialism.  

 To go back to Rödl’s distinction between the ground thesis and the mode thesis, 

iterability would elucidate how acknowledgement of a norm is a mode of the norm’s 

bindingness. A condition of bindingness by norms is that we find ourselves in a linguistic 

space, in a tradition, a culture. In this case, to be sensitive to the norm presupposes prior 

bindingness; our acknowledgment of the norm is there because we find ourselves bound 

by certain norms. This is what allows us to then actively resist certain norms, inhabit and 

institute new spaces of reasons. For example, it is the inheritance of a whole array of 

norms that allows a person to identify as ‘queer’ and take responsibility for this 
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commitment in the Brandomian sense. But this sense of revolutionary change 

presupposes a factory of norms that are impersonally instituted. This is to understand the 

limits and limitations of what it means to be a subject. To acknowledging the subject’s 

finitude is not to renounce the category of the personal crucial for ethical discourse. This 

is so in that radical conceptual shifts are not incompatible with revolutionary conceptual 

changes.  

 Derrida’s iterability by no means writes off the role of subjectivity in meaning. The 

subject has an ethical duty to actively transform her heritage one that is always already 

being transformed through recontextualisation. This is the sense in which the subject 

personalises the impersonal in repeatability. Subjects are not passive spectators in the 

movement of différance. To say that the movement of signification gives rise to 

subjectivity is not to rule out the possibility of reflection on the part of subjects. Linguistic 

constitution affords the subject the capacity to shape and influence her heritage. But there 

is always going to be commitments that trump the subject and her acknowledgement of 

them. For example, people in the city of Tripoli protesting against a criminal establishment 

that has impoverished its population are aware of how worthless their lives are in the eyes 

of this same establishment. Yet some of the slogans they chant such as ‘we support 

Tripoli to death’ shows that they do not fully grasp the implications of what it means for 

their lives to not be worthless. This is an unreflectively inherited slogan that is very 

commonly used in protests in the region and indicates a failure to fully understand their 

commitment that their lives are not expendable. One can rectify one’s commitments with 

the help of others; sometimes what is needed is to inhabit a different space of reasons, 
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be acquainted with different configurations of norms. Rectification can only be 

perspectival and Brandom would in a sense agree with that.    

 Chapter Three has argued that Brandom’s Hegelian inferentialism can account for 

how it is that our concepts change radically in time. In a nutshell, change for Brandom 

happens through diachronic recognitive relationships of authority and responsibility that 

institute and reinstitute norms. His narrative of conceptual change is a narrative of how 

our conceptual schemes slowly become determinate. Brandom argues that while our 

conceptual tools cannot be settled prior to their use, they slowly acquire more 

determinateness in time. This makes concepts determinable through practice. Of course, 

they need to have some determinateness otherwise their application would be impossible. 

But their determinability requires an ongoing laborious exercise in exchanges of reasons, 

applying concepts, accepting criticism and complying with rational assessment etc.  

 Brandom suggests that the use of expressions will always stay open in the sense 

that there is no final authority. His fallibilism and normativity go hand and hand. 

Normativity explains meaning. Essential to normativity is the notion of mistake. This is 

why, so long as we engage in these linguistic practices the possibility of mistake has to 

lurk. The openness of the use of expression for Brandom means that we will always make 

mistakes in our linguistic practices but it is these mistakes that allow for rectification and 

rational discoveries. This possibility of mistake is equivalent to the unsaturated character 

of linguistic signs in Derrida.  

  From a Derridian perspective, rationality itself derives its meaning from an 

understanding of irrationality so that both terms necessarily inhabit each other. Meaning 
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in Derrida is defined as the tissue of differences that is always open to gradual and slow 

yet radical restructuring. Indeed, we have seen that no network of signifiers is founded on 

an immutable structure that would at once make their configuration possible and put a 

stop to their play. Every term is always defined by what it is not, by its other. That there 

is no centre to the structure of language implies that meaning drifts and often to the point 

of break with previous contexts. Such drifting is accompanied by efforts to rectify different 

conceptual landscapes and explore better forms of reasoning. But the thought is that if 

the notion of play were removed, we would cease to have meaning. Absolute 

determinateness would put a stop to the differential play of signs. In this scenario, the 

‘same’ would breed the ‘same’. Similarly, for Brandom, if we removed the notion of 

mistake from these linguistic practices normativity and hence meaning would be lost. Both 

Brandom and Derrida appreciate that if concepts became fully determinate at some ideal 

endpoint, then the process that makes meaning possible would come to an end. It is hard 

to see how meaning can arise through the repetition of the ‘same’ that breeds the ‘same’. 

So long as new contexts arise, repeatability will always breed alterity; the process through 

which concepts are rectified is necessarily fallible.  

 In sum, while the differential structure of signifiers can be conceptually neat and 

clear-cut, not all cases are like that especially if they are unreflective. It is important to 

see, I think, that linguistic practices contain both neat carving up of distinctions and 

slippage in meaning over time.  
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Conclusion 

 This project has explored different features of meaning in view of examining how 

radical changes in meaning can transpire. It presented a spectrum of frameworks more 

or less in continuity with one another but with slight changes that can significantly make 

a difference when it comes to assessing the question of drifts in meaning. Thus, this thesis 

has examined how different features of meaning hang together so as to yield a narrative 

of conceptual transformation. It does so by striving to be faithful to phenomena; this is 

evident in two ways. First, this thesis does not posit a static structure on which to ground 

meaning; it rather recognises that mistakes and confusions do not necessarily entail an 

absence of meaningfulness. A conceptual configuration that admits of inconsistencies is 

not the antithesis of meaningfulness but rather describes how meaning in general 

operates. Second, that meanings change in time is inevitable such that any adequate 

theory of meaning must encompass it. Hence, this thesis aims to combat mistaken 

assumptions about meaning. What ensures meaning is not some static ahistorical 

structure; meaning would be lost if difference is not factored into it. To say that what gives 

meaning is some immutable structure is to paralyse the movement of meaning in history; 

in this case, the same would breed the same. The idea is that we do not need to unearth 

a stable structure in order to arrive at conceptual rigour and rational discoveries. This is 

ensured through recontextualisation and transformative inheritance. It is crucial to 

appreciate that linguistic practices ought to remain corrective and hence vulnerable to 

mistakes for there to be meaning.  
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 In light of this, I distinguished two forms in which concepts change in time; one that 

seems to call on the active interventions of the subject and another that seems to go 

beyond her. I argued that what makes active reconceptualisation possible is a prior 

slippage and break with the context that forces a decision on the part of the subject. The 

subject can be seen as synthesised by the impersonal process of repeatability and as 

actively instituting concepts. But the latter would not be possible without the impersonal 

process of norm dissemination.  

 The Sellarsian framework is a good starting point insofar as it furnishes the anti-

representationalist premises of this thesis. Anti-representationalism is the rejection of the 

view that meaning turns on one on one mapping between linguistic expressions and 

worldly items in the broadest sense of the term. The starting point is language understood 

as living social activity. In particular, Chapter One has examined Sellars’ conception of 

rule-following as turning on explicit rule obeying and pattern-governed behaviour. Chapter 

One has further claimed that the notion of pattern-governed behaviour is not congenial 

for conceptual change which compels Sellars to account for change by ultimately 

prioritising the level of rule-obeying. As a result, meaning change in Sellars’ account is 

expressed primarily as deliberate authoring of changes in our conceptual schemes. But 

this seems to be at odds with the phenomena of changes in meaning we have been 

examining. Most of these changes go beyond the subject and her contribution to these 

linguistic practices and Sellars’ model of meaning cannot seem to say how that is.   

 Chapters Two and Three proposed an alternative understanding of normativity 

along the lines of Brandom. The latter conception of normativity is taken to involve 

autonomous subjects who engage in practices of reciprocal recognition of authority and 
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responsibility. The advantage of this conception of normativity is that it allows norms to 

be constantly reinstituted in the practice of rational exchanges both reflectively and 

unreflectively. Indeed, Brandom describes I-thou recognitive relationships as 

intergenerational which makes historicity central to his account. Be that as it may, while I 

argued that normativity qua autonomy is an advance over the bifurcation of normativity 

qua rule-obeying and pattern-governed behaviour, it is not without difficulties. The issue 

with Brandom’s definition of autonomy has to do with the impossibility of jointly sustaining 

the following two claims: that acknowledgement of norms be a condition of their 

application and that proprieties governed by explicit rules rest on proprieties that are 

practice based. The suggestion at the end of Chapter Three, we have seen, is not that 

choice should be discarded from these socio-historical linguistic practices, but that to 

suppose that every move in these practices hangs on choice is to lead to ambiguities. For 

one, implicit acknowledgement in practice is not the same as full-blown acknowledgement 

where the subject understands more deeply her consequential obligations, permissions 

and prohibitions. In the basic language game where the minimal move one can make is 

an assertion one has a very minimal understanding of one’s move. How can both 

instances be called acknowledgment of the norm in the sense of choice. This is why I 

think Brandom needs to amend his definition of autonomy. Autonomy does not mean that 

every move one makes in the game of giving and asking for reasons is a matter of choice 

but that choices are possible through the making explicit of one’s commitments and 

entitlements.  

 I move to a Derridian framework to explicate the following: to find oneself in a 

culture, a tradition, a socio-linguistic practice is not to at first choose all the norms that 
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have come to be binding on us by virtue of being up and running norms in the linguistic 

practice. This is also where Derrida’s framework is seen as better suited to account for 

what it means for our concepts to radically change in time. Because Brandom’s notion of 

autonomy has led to ambiguities, what is needed is an account that shows how meaning 

is both impersonal in the sense that it goes beyond the individual particularities of the 

subject and personal in that it affords the subject the capacity to actively transform a 

heritage. To be sure the transformation of one’s heritage has always already started 

through its dissemination across contexts. Seeing that repetition is also the process 

through which memory is constructed, the subject is prompted by this vast array of norms 

at his disposal to choose to choose, as it were. This, in my view, is the best way to account 

for how concepts radically shift in time. 

 Generally, the conception of language as living social activity is not in stark 

contrast with Derrida’s metaphors of the movement of signification or the operations of 

différance. This is precisely what allowed me to put the three thinkers in dialogue in this 

work. In particular, framing meaning in terms of iterability of the sign is in some respects 

in tune with, and in other respects goes beyond, Sellars’ normative functionalism and 

Brandom’s Hegelian inferentialism. 

 In regard to Sellars’ normative functionalism, iterability as Derrida views it means 

that signs must be able to function in a particular way. For the sign must be recognised 

as the same in order for it to be repeated. Hence a minimal notion of ‘function’ is 

acknowledged by Derrida. It is as though Derrida subscribes to a form of normative 

functionalism, but contrary to Sellars’ version, his functionalism admits of breaks and 

slippage in meaning. This is why I called it ‘volatile functionalism’ in Chapter Five. Patterns 
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for Sellars instantiate functions which can be made explicit in the form of a rule. When 

Derrida describes meaning as the differential play of signs, he allows signs to have 

functional roles. A sign serves a function by differing from other signs within a provisional 

network of signs. This is a form of linguistic functionalism that ascribes functions to signs. 

The difference between Sellars’ linguistic functionalism and that of Derrida is, as I 

previously indicated, that the repeatability of linguistic tokenings allows to talk about 

functions without conceiving of them as unchangeable.   

 Moreover, agents, according to Sellars’ normative functionalism, are a by-product 

of pattern-governed behaviour. It is by realising many uniformities of behaviour that they 

acquire the status of mature members in a linguistic community. This is similar to Derrida’s 

contention that the subject is a function of the movement of signification. Notice that 

Sellars’ view of rule-following might seem closer to Derrida’s description of the movement 

of signification than Brandom’s. Remember, for Sellars, patterned-governed behaviour is 

a form of rule-governed behaviour in which one does what one does because of the rules 

as opposed to because of an awareness of the rules. This type of rule-governed 

behaviour involves ought-to-be rules of criticism the conformity to which allows us to be 

agents. That is, conforming to a number of linguistic patterns of behaviour constitutes 

subjectivity or agency. Willem deVries puts the point as follows: “there are linguistic rules 

of action, but the primary being of linguistic rules is as rules of criticism” (deVries, 2005: 

44). Although for Sellars pattern-governed behaviour presupposes rules of action, we 

become agents through conforming to many linguistic patterns of behaviour. In this sense, 

Sellars gives primacy to ought-to-be rules of criticisms. Put differently, linguistic functions 

shape subjects who then become able to manage norms in the community by obeying 
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them explicitly and reflecting on them. This, I argue, is retrospectively an advance over 

Brandom’s reappropriation of the Kantian notion of autonomy not least because it points 

to the constituted feature of subjectivity. In other words, what Sellars gets right is that 

although agents in some sense shape meaning, that there are agents is a by-product of 

functions. The same goes for Derrida, one can only shape what one has previously 

inherited. But because every repetition be it reflective or unreflective is transformative 

Derrida has the conceptual means to account for change as built into meaning. This is 

what makes his narrative of conceptual change an advance over Sellars’. Put differently, 

language for Sellars rests on linguistic patterns of behaviour instantiated by subjects. The 

different functions found in language are settled in advance prior to their instantiation but 

can be modified by reflective mature agents. Where the source of semantic change on 

Sellars’ account is the mature agent, for Derrida signs are such that they can configure 

differently. That is to say change is built into the sign on Derrida’s picture of meaning. 

Hence, the advantage of the notion of iterability is that it can account for how it is that 

signs exhibit specific functions but also how these slowly drift in time. 

 As for Brandom, he like Derrida, construes meaning as historical. In particular, 

meaning, according to Brandom, comes down to practices of reciprocal recognition of 

authority and responsibility that take place both synchronically and diachronically. 

Brandom construes these practices as hinging on precedents, which means that we take 

these norms from our predecessors and we pass them on to following generations. 

Brandom is well aware, however, that these proceedings do not leave the norms 

untouched; subjects are indeed constantly reinstituting norms. Nor do they always stem 
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from reflective doings. For Brandom defines autonomy as implicit acknowledgment of the 

norm.  

 Another point that both Brandom and Derrida value is the infinite similarity and 

dissimilarity between contexts of concept-application which Sellars does not seem to 

devote much attention to. In Brandom, what allows the application of the same norm is 

the resemblance between the previous circumstances of application and the current one. 

Likewise, for Derrida the sign is replicated because we recognise it as the same. It would 

not be a leap here to say that ‘the same’ means we recognise the sign as appropriate 

given the context. Recall that passage in Brandom: “the new circumstances will always 

resemble any prior, settled case in an infinite number of respects, and differ from it in an 

infinite number of respects” (RIP: 89). The infinite dissimilarity between circumstances of 

norm application is behind radical semantic transformations in Brandom.  

 The difference between the two accounts, however, is that Brandom thinks that 

because the similarity and dissimilarity are infinite this obliges the subject to choose to 

apply or not to apply the norm in every instance of norm application. Where Derrida goes 

beyond Brandom is that the infinite similarity and dissimilarity between contexts is not in 

need of autonomous subjects to choose to constrain themselves by norms with every 

repetition. According to Derrida, the sign does not stand in need of this or that empirically 

determined subject in order to be manoeuvred. Of course, Derrida appreciates that 

absent human beings there would be no play of signs or meaning at all. His suggestion 

is that the movement of signification operates beyond determined subjects. At stake here 

is the distinction between ‘radical’ changes and ‘revolutionary’ changes. In the former 

case, such changes are seen as drifts in meaning due to the contextuality of meaning. In 
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the latter case, subjects do seem to play an active role in bringing about change. My 

contention is, however, that prior slippage in a particular linguistic configuration due to the 

contextual nature of meaning prompt subjects to actively introduce new concepts and 

actively influence the status quo. It is the impersonal character of meaning that elicits 

responsibility on the part of the subject. There seems to be two aspects to meaning: 

impersonal replicability and personal appropriation of concepts. Such distinction shows 

for example how patriarchal norms can be replicated and massively produced 

unreflectively and impersonally, on the one hand, and how these same norms can be 

resisted through active re-conceptualisation, on the other. As such, acknowledging the 

finitude and the limitations of subjectivity does not entail moving away from the ethical 

sphere! The category of the personal is preserved on Derrida’s historical view of meaning 

and subjectivity.    
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