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CHAPTER FOUR

Modality and Normativity:
From Hume and Quine to Kant and Sellars

1. The Modal Revolution

The status and respectability of alethic modality was always a point of con-
tention and divergence between naturalism and empiricism.' It poses no
problems in principle for naturalism, since modal vocabulary is an inte-
gral part of all the candidate naturalistic base vocabularies. Fundamental
physics is above all a language of laws; the special sciences distinguish
between true and false counterfactual claims; and ordinary empirical talk
is richly dispositional. By contrast, modality has been a stumbling-block
for the empiricist tradition ever since Hume forcefully formulated his epis-
temological and ultimately semantic objections to the concepts of law and
necessary connection.

Those traditional reservations about the intelligibility of modal notions
were underscored, reinforced, and confirmed for twentieth-century ver-
sions of empiricism, which had been distinguished, strengthened, and
made more precise by the addition of the semantic logicist model of the
conceptual articulation of empirical content. Extensional, first-order
quantificational languages could express regularities and generalizations
with hitherto undreamed of power and precision. But for philosophers
from Russell through Carnap to Quine, that just made it all the more
urgent to explain, or explain away, the lawlikeness or counterfactual-
supporting necessity distinctive of at least some of those generalizations,

1. This tension was a principal source of conflict within the Vienna Circle, dividing
Neurath and Schlick, for instance, with Carnap trying to mediate.
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which demonstrably extended beyond what can be captured by the expres-
sive resources of that logical vocabulary.?

This confluence of traditional empiricist with logicist difficulties con-
cerning the content expressed by modal vocabulary had the result that for
roughly the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, Anglophone philoso-
phy regarded alethic modal vocabulary with extreme suspicion, if not out-
right hostility. It ranked, with normative vocabulary, as among the most
mysterious and philosophically puzzling forms of discourse, the source of
central standing and outstanding philosophical problems, as a prime can-
didate for the analytic project of semantic clarification in favored terms or,
failing that, principled elimination from perspicuous discourse, as Quine
famously recommended.

But philosophical attitudes toward modality underwent a remarkable,
in many ways unprecedentedly radical transformation during the twenti-
eth century. For starting in the second half of the century and accelerating
through the last third, modal vocabulary became the analytic semanti-
cist’s best friend, and an essential part of the contemporary philosopher’s
metaconceptual tool-kit. I think it is worthwhile reminding ourselves just
how surprised and astonished philosophers who lived and moved and had
their being in the earlier milieu would have been to discover that by the end
of their century, when questions were raised about the semantics of some
vocabulary—for instance, normative, intentional, or even semantic vocabu-
lary itself—not only the dominant strategy, but the very first recourse would
be to appeal to modal notions such as dispositions, counterfactual depen-
dencies, and nomological relations to explain the questionable conceptual
contents. Just how—they would want to know—did what seemed most
urgently in need of philosophical explanation and defense suddenly become
transformed so as to be unproblematically available to explain other puz-
zling phenomena? Surely such a major transformation of explanandum into
explanans could not be the result merely of a change of fashion, the onset of
amnesia, or the accumulation of fatigue? But if not, what secret did we find

2. We now know, thanks to Danielle Macbeth’s Frege’s Logic (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2005), that Frege’s own Begriffsschrift notation did not share the expres-
sive impoverishment with respect to modality exhibited by the extensional first-order logic
that Russell and, following him, everyone else drew from it.
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out, what new understanding did we achieve, to justify this change of philo-
sophical attitude and practice?

Two answers to this question lie ready to hand. First, there was a formal-
semantic revolution in modal logic. And second, the Anglophone tradition
more or less gave up empiricism in favor of naturalism. I think both those
explanations are right, as far as they go, both as a matter of historical fact
and in the order of justification. But it is important to understand exactly
which questions those developments did offer responsive answers to, and to
which they did not.

As to the first point, I think there is a widespread tendency to think that,
to paraphrase Alexander Pope,

Modality and Nature’s laws lay hid in night,
God said: “Let Kripke be!” and all was light.

But that cannot be right. Kripke’s provision of a complete extensional seman-
tic metavocabulary for intensional modal logical vocabulary—and its pow-
erful development, by others such as Montague, Scott, Kaplan, Lewis, and
Stalnaker, into a general intensional semantics for nonlogical vocabulary—
is an adequate response to worries stemming from the extensional character
of the logical vocabulary in which semantics had been conducted. That is, it
addresses the difficulties on the semantic logicist side of the classical project
of analysis that stem from the expressive impoverishment of first-order logi-
cal vocabulary. But these formal developments do not provide an adequate
response to residual empiricist worries about the intelligibility of modal con-
cepts. For the extensionality of the semantic metalanguage for modality is
bought at the price of making free use of modal primitives: most centrally,
the notion of a possible world (as well as that of accessibility relations among
such possibilia). As Quine emphasized, the modal vocabulary whose use is
essential to this semantic approach evidently falls within the circle of terms
and concepts to which empiricist suspicions and questions apply. That is,
even putting ontological issues aside, whether possible worlds are thought
of as abstract objects, as concrete particulars spatiotemporally unconnected
to our universe, or as sui generis possibilia, both the epistemological ques-
tion of how we are to understand the possibility of our knowing anything
about such items (and their accessibility relations), and the question how, if
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the possibility of such cognitive contact is mysterious, the idea of our hav-
ing the semantic contact necessary so much as to talk or think about them
can be made intelligible, are wholly untouched by this formal apparatus and
remain every bit as pressing as before.

2. The Modal Kant-Sellars Thesis

How urgent those questions are depends on whether we have grounds to accept
criticisms of the empiricist program that undermine the basis for its relega-
tion of modal vocabulary to a suspect, second-class status. I think that the best
justification for our new comfort with modal idioms is indeed to be found in
the principled rejection of some of the crucial presuppositions of the empiricist
critique of the credentials of modal concepts. We can now see that the opera-
tive core of both Quine’s and Sellars’s arguments against empiricism consists
in objections to its underlying semantic atomism.> Arguing that meaning must
at least determine inferential role and noticing that what follows from or is
evidence for or against a claim depends on what other claims are available as
auxiliary hypotheses or collateral premises, Quine concludes that the smallest
unit of meaning is not a sentence, even in the case of observation sentences,
but what he calls a ‘theory” the whole constellation of all sentences held true,
articulated by their inferential relations both to one another and to sentences
not held true. Sellars argues that even observational beliefs acquired nonin-
ferentially through perception can be understood as conceptually contentful—
and hence potentially cognitively significant—only in virtue of their inferential
relations to other possible beliefs. He concludes that noninferential reports, no
matter what their subject matter, cannot constitute an autonomous discursive
practice: a language game one could play though one played no other.

Itis clear, I take it, how these anti-atomist arguments bear against empiri-
cist foundationalism: the layer-cake picture of a semantically autonomous
base of perceptual experience or reports thereof, on which is erected a seman-
tically optional superstructure, in effect, of theories inferentially based on
those observations. And insofar as empiricist worries about the status of
laws, necessary connections, dispositions, and counterfactual possibilities

3. In their classic papers of the 1950s, “Two Dogmas of Empiricism” and Empiricism and

the Philosophy of Mind.
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are predicated on the difficulty of justifying the inferences that would add
them to the supposedly semantically autonomous base of nonmodal reports
of actual experiences, Quine’s and Sellars’s assault on the layer-cake picture,
if successful, undercuts those worries by removing the motivation for their
ultimately unmeetable constraints on an account of what modal vocabulary
expresses. Thought of this way, though, criticism of the semantic presup-
positions of the empiricist project does not bear any more directly on its
treatment of modal vocabulary than on its treatment of any other potentially
puzzling candidate for empiricist explication: theoretical (that is, nonobser-
vational, exclusively inferentially applicable) vocabulary, normative vocabu-
lary, probabilistic vocabulary, and so on.

But there is another, much more intimate and immediate positive connec-
tion between arguments against semantic atomism and our understanding
of what is expressed by the use of modal vocabulary. And it is here that
I think we can find the best justification for our current relaxed attitude
toward and even enthusiastic embrace of modal idioms as suitable tools for
serious analytic semantic work. The underlying idea is what I will call the
“Kant-Sellars thesis about modality.” Hume found that even his best under-
standing of actual observable empirical facts did not yield an understand-
ing of rules relating or otherwise governing them. Those facts did not settle
which of the things that actually happened had to happen (given others),
that is, were (at least conditionally) necessary, and which of the things that
did not happen nonetheless were possible (not ruled out by laws concerning
what did happen). Though initially couched as an epistemological question
about how one could know what rules or laws were in play, Hume’s worries
run deeper, raising the semantic question of what it could so much as mean
to say that the facts are governed or related by rules or laws. Hume (and, fol-
lowing him, Quine) took it that epistemologically and semantically fastidi-
ous philosophers faced a stark choice: either show how to explain modality
in nonmodal terms or learn to live without it. But that challenge is predi-
cated on the idea of an independently and antecedently intelligible stratum
of empirical discourse that is purely descriptive and involves no modal com-
mitments, as a semantically autonomous background and model with which
the credentials of modal discourse can then be invidiously compared. One
of Kant’s most basic ideas, revived by Sellars, is that this idea is mistaken.
The ability to use ordinary empirical descriptive terms such as ‘green’, ‘rigid’,
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and ‘mass’ already presupposes grasp of the kind of properties and relations
made explicit by modal vocabulary. Sellars summed up the claim admira-
bly in the title of one of his early papers: “Concepts as Involving Laws, and
Inconceivable without Them.™

Kant was struck by the fact that the essence of the Newtonian concept
of mass is of something that by law force is both necessary and sufficient

to accelerate. And he saw that all empirical concepts are like their refined
descendants in the mathematized natural sciences in this respect: their
application implicitly involves counterfactual-supporting dispositional
commitments to what would happen if. . . . Kant’s claim, put in more con-
temporary terms, is that an integral part of what one is committed to in
applying any determinate concept in empirical circumstances is drawing a
distinction between counterfactual differences in circumstances that would
and those that would not affect the truth of the judgment one is making.
One has not grasped the concept cat unless one knows that it would still be
possible for the cat to be on the mat if the lighting had been slightly differ-
ent, but not if all life on Earth had been extinguished by an asteroid-strike.®

4. In J. Sicha (ed.), Pure Pragmatics and Possible Worlds: The Early Essays of Wilfrid
Sellars (Atascadero, CA: Ridgeview, 1980), pp. 87-124. Hereafter PPPW. This slogan is a
good place to start in thinking about Kant’s point, but in fact Sellars’s own view is subtly
but importantly different from Kant’s. For Sellars, the laws determining the truth of coun-
terfactuals involving the application of a concept are part of the content of the concept.
For Kant, modal concepts make explicit not something implicit in the content of deter-
minate concepts, but something implicit in their empirical use, in applying them to make
empirical judgments. That is why the pure concepts of the understanding—what he calls
‘categories’, such as possibility and necessity—both are to be understood in terms of the
forms of judgment (the table of categories derives from the table of judgments) and express
synthetic, rather than analytic necessities. From Kant’s point of view, a better slogan than
Sellars’s would be “The Use of Concepts in Empirical Judgments as Involving Laws and
Inconceivable without Them.”

5. It is this observation, unwittingly underscored by Hume (for Kant, the Moses who
brought us to within sight of the Promised Land he himself was destined not to enter), that
motivates Kant to wheel in his heavy transcendental machinery. For he sought to explain
the modal commitments implicit in the application of ordinary empirical concepts by plac-
ing the modal concepts of law and necessity in the newly postulated realm of pure concepts
or categories, which must be graspable a priori precisely in the sense that their applicability
is presupposed by the applicability of any empirical concepts. The concept of vocabularies
that are “universally LX,” introduced below, is a successor notion along at least one impor-
tant dimension.
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In an autobiographical sketch, Sellars dates his break with traditional
empiricism to his Oxford days in the thirties. It was, he says, prompted by con-
cern with the sort of content that ought to be associated with logical, causal,
and deontological modalities. Already at that point he had the idea that

what was needed was a functional theory of concepts which would
make their role in reasoning, rather than supposed origin in experi-
ence, their primary feature.®

Somewhat more specifically, he sees modal locutions as tools used in the
enterprise of

... making explicit the rules we have adopted for thought and action. . ..
I'shall be interpreting our judgments to the effect that A causally neces-
sitates B as the expression of a rule governing our use of the terms ‘A’
and B’/

In fact, following Ryle,® he takes modal expressions to function as inference
licenses, expressing our commitment to the goodness of counterfactually
robust inferences from necessitating to necessitated conditions. If and inso-
far as it could be established that their involvement in such counterfactually
robust inferences is essential to the contents of ordinary empirical concepts,
then what is made explicit by modal vocabulary is implicit in the use of
any such concepts. That is the claim I am calling the “Kant-Sellars thesis.”
On this view, modal vocabulary does not just add to the use of ordinary
empirical observational vocabulary a range of expressive power that is extra-
neous—as though one were adding, say, culinary to nautical vocabulary.
Rather, the expressive job distinctive of modal vocabulary is to articulate
just the kind of essential semantic connections among empirical concepts

6. In H. N. Castaieda (ed.), Action, Knowledge, and Reality (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-
Merrill, 1975), p. 285.

7. Sellars, “Language, Rules, and Behavior,” in PPPW, fn. 2 to p. 136.

8. Gilbert Ryle, “If’, ‘So’, and ‘Because’,” in Max Black (ed.), Philosophical Analysis
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1950), pp. 302-318.
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that Sellars (and Quine) point to, and whose existence semantic atomism is
principally concerned to deny.

As I would like to formulate it, the Kant-Sellars thesis begins with the
claim that in using ordinary empirical vocabulary, one already knows how
to do everything one needs to know how to do in order to introduce and
deploy modal vocabulary. If that is right, then one cannot be in the posi-
tion the atomist (for instance, empiricist) critic of modality professes to
find himself in: having fully understood and mastered the use of nonmodal
vocabulary, but having thereby afforded himself no grip on the use of modal
vocabulary, and no access to what it expresses. The Humean-Quinean pre-
dicament is accordingly diagnosed as resulting from a failure properly to
understand the relation between modal vocabulary and what one must do in
order to deploy nonmodal, empirical, descriptive vocabulary.

The thought that the expressive role characteristic of alethic modal vocab-
ulary is to make explicit semantic or conceptual connections and commit-
ments that are already implicit in the use of ordinary (apparently) nonmodal
empirical vocabulary faces at the outset at least two sorts of potentially
weighty objection. First, didn’t Kripke’s semantic investigations of mod-
ally rigid designators reveal the sort of necessity they articulate as being
metaphysical, specifically by contrast to the sort of conceptual necessity that
Quine, for instance, had worried about and rejected? And second, to talk
about what is necessary and possible is not to say anything about rules for
using linguistic expressions, or about what anyone is committed to, since the
objective modal claims in question could have been true even if there had
never been language users, linguistic expressions, rules, or commitments.

As to the first objection, the philosophical phase of the modal revolution
(developing the earlier logical and semantic phases of that revolution) that
Kripke precipitated in “Naming and Necessity” did indeed use the semantic
phenomenon of the modal rigidity of some nondescriptive vocabulary to
articulate a kind of necessity that is knowable only a posteriori. The con-
clusion that such necessity should not be understood as conceptual neces-
sity follows only if one either identifies conceptual content with descriptive
content (by contrast to the causally-historically acquired content of proper
names and demonstratives) or takes it (as Quine, following the tradition,
had) that conceptual connections must be knowable a priori by those who
have mastered those concepts. But both of these are optional commitments,
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which can and should be rejected by anyone trying to follow out the Kant-
Sellars line of thought about modality. McDowell has argued, to my mind,
convincingly, that the content expressed by demonstrative vocabulary
should be understood as thoroughly conceptual (and that Frege already
took it to be s0).” And in Making It Explicit, I articulate a broadly inferential
notion of the conceptual that incorporates the indirectly inferential roles of
substitution and anaphora—including the anaphoric phenomenon that is
modal rigidity."’

On the other point, Sellars’s forthright response to Quine’s pragmatic
challenge in “Two Dogmas of Empiricism”—to say what it is about the use
of expressions that distinguishes inferences underwritten by necessary con-
ceptual relations from those underwritten by contingent matter-of-factual
ones—is to identify the concept-articulating inferences as those that are
counterfactually robust."” He cheerfully embraces the consequence that to
discover what is contained in the concept copper one needs empirically to

investigate the laws of nature. (This is a kind of semantic ‘externalism’ that
does not need to take on the dangerous and difficult task of making sense of
anotion of the ‘internal’ with which to contrast.) The issue about conceptual
necessities here is not an empirical one: who is right about the conceptual?
The Kant-Sellars thesis about modality requires deploying a concept of the
conceptual that differs in important ways from the traditional one. As long
as such a notion can be intelligibly developed and consistently applied, those
differences need only be kept firmly in mind, not counted as fatal flaws.
The response to the second objection (that saying what is necessary or
possible is not saying anything about how anyone talks) must be to be clearer
about the sort of pragmatically mediated semantic relation the Kant-Sellars
thesis takes modal vocabulary to stand in to ordinary, nonmodal descrip-
tive vocabulary. The large claim in the vicinity—one that will occupy me
not only in this chapter but beyond—is, as Sellars puts it, that “the language
of modality is . . . a ‘transposed’ language of norms.”* I do not think that

9.John McDowell, “De Re Senses,” Meaning, Knowledge, and Reality (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2001).
10. Robert Brandom, Making It Explicit (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1994), Chapters 6, 7 (especially Sections ITI and IV), and 8 (Section V).
11. “Is There a Synthetic A Priori?,” Philosophical Studies 20 (1953): 121-138.
12. Sellars, “Inference and Meaning,” in PPPW, p. 280.
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Sellars himself ever manages to say clearly just what sort of ‘transposition” he
has in mind. He appeals to a distinction between what is said by the use of
some vocabulary, and what is conveyed by its use. While admitting that talk
of what is necessary does not say anything about what language users ought
or ought not to do, he nonetheless insists that it “conveys the same informa-
tion” as “rules to the effect that we may do thus and so, and ought not do
this and that, in the way of manipulating expressions in a language.””® His
(only somewhat helpful) example is that when I say, “The sky is clear,” I have
both said something about the weather and conveyed something about my
beliefs. The point, I take it, is to distinguish what follows semantically from
the content of what I have said from what follows pragmatically from my say-
ing of it. (Embedding the claims as the antecedents of conditionals will dis-
tinguish these two sorts of consequences. “If the sky is clear, then it will not
rain” expresses a good inference, whereas “If the sky is clear, then Brandom
believes that the sky is clear” does not. For only the semantic content, and
not the pragmatic force of the utterance, survives such embedding.)

3. Meaning-Use Analysis of the Modal Kant-Sellars Thesis

We can put ourselves in a position to be clearer about what Sellars is after
with his dark notion of what an utterance ‘conveys’. The view is that what I
am doing when I say that it is causally necessary that if this piece of copper
is heated to 1084° C, it will melt, is endorsing a certain kind of inference. I
am not saying that that inference is good; the facts about copper would be as
they are even if there were no inferrers or inferrings. When Sellars says, “the
language of modality is.. . a ‘transposed’ language of norms,” he is saying in
the terms I want to use that normative vocabulary codifying rules of infer-
ence is a pragmatic metavocabulary for modal vocabulary. His ‘transposi-
tion’ is just this pragmatically mediated semantic relation between deontic
normative and alethic modal vocabulary.

To get clearer about the notion of a pragmatic metavocabulary, about

Sellars’s transposition thesis relating modal and normative vocabularies, and
about the Kant-Sellars thesis, it will be useful to employ the metaconceptual

13. PPPW, p. 280.
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Meaning-Use Diagram #1:
Pragmatic
Metavocabulary

Resq:VV-1,2
1: PV-suff

2: VP-suff

Figure 4.1 Meaning-use diagram of V' as a
pragmatic metavocabulary of V.

apparatus for identifying and individuating expressive roles that vocabu-
laries can play relative to one another that I introduced and developed in
Between Saying and Doing, and sketched here in the first half of Chapter 1.
Its basic building blocks are relations between discursive practices and the
vocabularies. Practice-vocabulary sufficiency—“PV-sufficiency” for short—
obtains when engaging in a specified set of practices or exercising a speci-
fied set of abilities is sufficient for someone to count as deploying a specified
vocabulary. Vocabulary-practice sufficiency—“VP-sufficiency” for short—is
the relation that holds between a vocabulary and a set of practices-or-abili-
ties when that vocabulary is sufficient to specify those practices-or-abilities.
VP-sufficient vocabularies that specify PV-sufficient practices let one say
what it is one must do to count as engaging in those practices or exercising
those abilities, and so to deploy a vocabulary to say something.

PV-sufficiency and VP-sufficiency are two basic meaning-use relations
(MURs). In terms of those basic relations, we can define a more complex rela-
tion: the relation that holds between vocabulary V' and vocabulary V when
V' is VP-sufficient to specify practices-or-abilities P that are PV-sufficient
to deploy vocabulary V. This VV-relation is the composition of the two basic
MURs. When it obtains I will say that V' is a pragmatic metavocabulary for
V. It allows one to say what one must do in order to count as saying the things
expressed by vocabulary V. We can present this relation graphically (Figure
4.1) in a meaning-use diagram (MUD).
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The conventions of this diagram are as follows:

« Vocabularies are shown as ovals, practices-or-abilities as (rounded)
rectangles.

« Basic meaning-use relations are indicated by solid arrows, numbered
and labeled as to kind of relation.

« Resultant meaning-use relations are indicated by dotted arrows,
numbered and labeled as to kind and the basic MURs from which they
result.

The idea is that a resultant MUR is the relation that obtains when all of the
basic MURs listed on its label obtain.

The meaning-use diagram of the pragmatically mediated semantic rela-
tion of being a pragmatic metavocabulary illustrates a distinctive kind of
analysis of that relation. It exhibits that relation as the resultant, by com-
position, of the two basic meaning-use relations of PV-sufficiency and
VP-sufficiency. A complex MUR is analyzed as the product of operations
applied to basic MURs. This is meaning-use analysis.

Consider one of the pragmatist criticisms that Sellars addresses to the
empiricist core program of the classical analytic project, discussed in
Chapters 1 and 2. It turns on the assertion of the pragmatic dependence of
one set of vocabulary-deploying practices-or-abilities on another. Because
he thinks part of what one is doing in saying how things merely appear is
withholding a commitment to their actually being that way, and because one
cannot be understood as withholding a commitment that one cannot under-
take, Sellars concludes that one cannot have the ability to say or think how
things seem or appear unless one also has the ability to make claims about
how things actually are. In effect, this Sellarsian pragmatist critique of the
phenomenalist form of empiricism consists in the claim that the practices
that are PV-sufficient for ‘is-¢ talk are PP-necessary for the practices that are
PV-sufficient for ‘looks-¢’ talk.! That pragmatic dependence of practices-or-
abilities then induces a resultant pragmatically mediated semantic relation
between the vocabularies. The meaning-use diagram for this claim is shown

14. I discuss this argument in greater detail in the final chapter of Tales of the Mighty
Dead (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004).
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Meaning-Use Diagram #2:
Pragmatically Mediated
Semantic Presupposition

Res;:VV 1,2,3

3: PV-suff 1: PV-suff

2: PP-nec

Figure 4.2 Meaning-use diagram: pragmatically
mediated semantic presupposition.

in Figure 4.2. The resultant MUR here is a kind of complex, pragmatically
mediated VV-necessity, or semantic presupposition.

In fact, although Sellars’s argument for the crucial PP-necessity relation
of pragmatic dependence of one set of vocabulary-deploying practices-or-
abilities on another is different, his argument against the observational ver-
sion of empiricism—the claim that purely noninferential, observational uses
do not form an autonomous discursive practice, but presuppose inferential
uses—has exactly the same form (Figure 4.3).

In terms of this apparatus, we can express the reading I am suggesting for
Sellars’s transposition claim regarding modal and normative vocabulary in
a meaning-use diagram (Figure 4.4).

This claim is merely part of the background of what I have been calling the
“Kant-Sellars thesis” about modality, however. That thesis comprises two claims:

a) In using ordinary empirical vocabulary, one already knows how to
do everything one needs to know how to do in order to introduce and
deploy modal vocabulary. The capacity to use modal vocabulary can
be elaborated from capacities one must already have in order to be
able to deploy any autonomous vocabulary.

and
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Meaning-Use Diagram #3:
Pragmatically Mediated
Semantic Presupposition

Res;:VV 1,2,3

Vinferential

Vobservational

3: PV-suff

I:,observational

Figure 4.3 Meaning-use diagram representing Sellars’s claim
that purely observational uses of vocabulary do not form an
autonomous discursive practice.

1: PV-suff

IDinferential

2: PP-nec

b) The expressive role characteristic of alethic modal vocabulary is to
make explicit semantic, conceptual connections and commitments
that are already implicit in the use of ordinary empirical vocabulary.

The first says that some practices that are PV-necessary for the use of any
empirical vocabulary are PP-sufficient for practices that are PV-sufficient

“The language of
modalities is a ‘transposed’
language of norms.”

Resq:VV-1,2
1: PV-suff

2: VP-suff

Figure 4.4 Meaning-use diagram: “The language of modalities
is a transposed language of norms.”



Modality and Normativity 159

The Modal Kant-Sellars Thesis:
Modal Vocabulary is
Elaborated-Explicating (LX)

s R P
Cﬁ_"mm‘f > e L V"’“"‘ri_‘jD

B o

Figure 4.5 The Kant-Sellars Thesis: modal vocabulary is
elaborated-explicating (LX).

to deploy modal vocabulary. The second says that that modal vocabulary
then makes explicit those aspects of practices-or-abilities that are implicit
in the use of any empirical vocabulary. These are ways of saying that modal
vocabulary stands to ordinary empirical vocabulary in the complex, prag-
matically mediated semantic relation that in Between Saying and Doing1 call
“elaborating-explicating”™ the meaning-use relation called ‘LX’ for short.
The corresponding MUD is shown in Figure 4.5.

Modal, Normative, and
Empirical Vocabulary

Res;:VV 1-5

VEmpirical

5: VP-suff

Res,: VV 4,6 1: PV-suff 2: PV-nec

Pcou
Robust Inference

P app

PAIgEI 3: PP-suff

6: VP-suff

Figure 4.6 Modal, normative, and empirical vocabulary.
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Combining these claims yields a MUD asserting relations among modal,
normative, and empirical vocabularies (see Figure 4.6).

4. Counterfactual Robustness and the Updating Argument

So far, I have only expounded, explicated, and mentioned some of the con-
sequences of the Kant-Sellars thesis about modal vocabulary, but not sought
to argue for it. What reason is there to think that it is true? The analysis
of the Kant-Sellars thesis as asserting a complex pragmatically mediated
semantic relation between vocabularies that is the resultant of a definite
constellation of basic meaning-use relations, as presented in the MUD, tells
us exactly what shape such an argument must have. For it tells us just which
basic meaning-use relations must be established in order to show that the
resultant one obtains. The key element in this case will be finding some set of
practices that can be argued to be at once contained in or exhibited by every
autonomous discursive practice, and PP-sufficient for practices PV-sufficient
for deploying explicitly modal vocabulary, which is VP-sufficient to specify
the original PV-necessary practices-or-abilities. As the labels on the MUDs
indicate, for the argument I will mount, those practices are counterfactu-
ally robust inferential practices-or-abilities—more specifically, the practical
capacity to associate with materially good inferences ranges of counterfac-
tual robustness. If it can be established that deploying any ordinary empiri-
cal vocabulary presupposes these practices-or-abilities, and that they in turn
suffice to introduce explicit modally qualified conditionals that permit the
expression of those practical discriminations, then the universal elaborated-
explicating (LX) character of modal vocabulary relative to ordinary empiri-
cal vocabulary will have been demonstrated.”

I have already claimed that any autonomous discursive practice (ADP)
must include practices-or-abilities of distinguishing some inferences as
materially good from others that are not. For some bit of vocabulary to

15. In the idiom of Between Saying and Doing, a vocabulary V| is elaborated from and
explicative of another vocabulary V, just in case a) in deploying V, one already knows how
to do everything one needs to know how to do, in principle, to deploy V| (capacities suffi-
cient to deploy V, can be algorithmically elaborated from the capacities necessary to deploy
V,) and b) V| makes it possible to say what one is doing in using V,.
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function as a propositionally contentful declarative sentence is for it to be
available to serve as the premise and conclusion of such material inferences.
Further, it is the expressive job generically characteristic of conditional
vocabulary to codify endorsements of material inferences: to make them
explicit in the form of declarative sentences that can themselves serve as
the premises and conclusions of inferences. The philosopher most respon-
sible for getting us to think about conditionals in this way is Gilbert Ryle. In

>

his classic essay “If’, ‘So’, and ‘Because’,” in which he introduces the idea of
hypothetical statements as inference tickets or licenses, he also points out an

intimate connection between them and modal claims. He says:

We have another familiar way of wording hypothetical statements.
Although the standard textbooks discuss “modal propositions” in a dif-
ferent chapter from that in which they discuss hypotheticals, the dif-
ferences between modal and hypothetical statements are in fact purely
stylistic. There is only one colloquial way of correctly negating the super-
stitious hypothetical statement “If a person walks under a ladder, he
comes to grief before the day is out,” namely, by saying “No, a person
may (might, or could) walk under a ladder and not come to grief.” And
the only colloquial way of putting a question to which an “if-then” state-
ment is the required affirmative answer is to ask, for example, “Can an
Oxford Vice-Chancellor not be (or need he be) a Head of College?” . . .
[W]e always can reword an “if-then” statement as a statement of the pat-
tern “It cannot be Monday today and not be Tuesday tomorrow.” ... ¢

I think he is right that “It is possible that (p and not-g)” is incompatible with
“if p then g” when the latter is used to codify an ordinary material infer-
ence such as the inference from a banana’s being yellow to its being ripe.
Endorsing a material inference does involve a commitment of the sort made
explicit by the use of modal vocabulary, about what is and is not possible,
and what is at least conditionally necessary.

For this reason, the fact that we cannot intelligibly describe someone as
deploying a concept unless he makes some distinction between materially

16. Ryle, “If’, ‘So’, and ‘Because’,” p. 313.
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good and bad inferences involving it has the consequence that we also can-
not understand the practitioner as deploying the concept unless he treats the
material inferences he takes to be good as having a certain range of counter-
factual robustness, that is, as remaining good under various merely hypo-
thetical circumstances. One grasps the claim “the lioness is hungry” only
insofar as one takes it to have various consequences (which would be true
if it were true) and rule out some others (which would not be true if it were
true). And it is not intelligible that one should endorse as materially good an
inference involving it, such as the inference from “the lioness is hungry” to
“nearby prey animals visible to and accessible by the lioness are in danger of
being eaten,” but be disposed to make no distinction at all between collateral
premises that would, and those that would not, if true infirm the inference.
One must make some distinction such as that the inference would still go
through if the lioness were standing two inches to the east of her actual
position, the day happened to be a Tuesday, or a small tree ten miles away
cast its shadow over a beetle, but not if she were shot with a tranquilizing
dart, the temperature instantly plummeted 300 degrees, or a plane crashed,
crushing her. The claim is not that one could not fail to assess some or even
all of these particular counterfactuals correctly and still count as grasping
the claim that is their premise, but that one could not so qualify if one made
no such distinctions.

It may initially be tempting to think that the inferences that are coun-
terfactually robust are all and only those underwritten by laws. Thus infer-
ences underwritten by the law that all samples of copper melt at 1083.4° C
are counterfactually robust: if this coin (which in fact is silver) were made of
copper, it would melt at 1083.4° C. Whereas inferences underwritten by the
accidental regularity that all the coins in my pocket are copper are not coun-
terfactually robust: if I were to put this coin (which in fact is silver) in my
pocket, it would not be copper. There are indeed real and significant differ-
ences between these cases, but I think it is important not to think of them in
terms of the difference between inferences that are counterfactually robust
and inferences that are not. The difference is rather one of the character of
the particular ranges of counterfactual robustness. For the accidental gener-
alization that all the coins in my pocket are copper does underwrite coun-
terfactuals such as “If I were to choose a coin at random from my pocket, it
would be copper.” In fact every claim, whether contingent or not, supports
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some counterfactual inferences, and if one grasped none of them one would
not qualify as understanding those claims.

I think these considerations suffice to establish that autonomous discur-
sive practices essentially, and not just accidentally, involve the association
of ranges of counterfactual robustness with at least some material infer-
ences. If, as Ryle claims, and as is in any case plausible, modal vocabulary
specifying what is at least conditionally possible and necessary can then be
introduced to make explicit those commitments to the at least limited coun-
terfactual goodness of material inferences, then we have what is needed for
the modal Kant-Sellars thesis. But I think that if we dig deeper, we can learn
more. So rather than leaving things at this point, I want to consider a more
detailed line of argument for this, the most potentially controversial element
of the complex meaning-use relation that thesis asserts.

For the first premise, I take it to be clear that every autonomous discur-
sive practice must have some vocabulary that can be used observationally,
in reliably differentially elicited noninferential reports. This is the core of
what I have been referring to as “ordinary empirical vocabulary.” Second, I
have already argued that those who engage in any discursive practices must
distinguish in practice between materially good and materially bad infer-
ences—where calling them ‘material” just means that the presence of some
nonlogical vocabulary is essential to the classification. Recall that this is not
to claim that they must have a view about the goodness or badness of every
possible candidate material inference; there can be some about which they
have no view. And it is not to claim that they always are correct about the
goodness of the inferences toward which they do have attitudes. But to count
as deploying any vocabulary at all, one must treat some inferences involving
it as good and others as bad. Otherwise, one’s utterances are wholly devoid
of conceptual content; whatever pragmatic significance they may have, it
cannot be thought of as discursive significance. Even tokenings that are
noninferentially elicited by environing stimuli—that is, the applications of
observational vocabulary mentioned in the first premise—must have infer-
ential consequences, if they are not to be cognitively idle.

The third claim is that material inference is in general nonmonotonic. That
is, the inference from p to q may be materially good, even though the infer-
ence from p&r to g is not. Monotonicity of inference is of course a familiar
feature of inferences within a formal logical system, and in mathematical
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reasoning; and that feature is arguably inherited by fundamental physics.
But in the special sciences inferences are almost always defeasible, by collat-
eral circumstances that thereby count as ‘special’. Each stage in a physician’s
differential diagnosis is like this: the inference from test result, physi-
cal finding, or symptom is surrounded by a nimbus of usually unspoken
‘unless’es. And no-one supposes that such probative reasoning can always
be turned into dispositive reasoning by making an explicit, exhaustive list of
the potential defeasors. Certainly, reasoning in everyday life does not gen-
erally admit such completions. If I strike this dry, well-made match, it will
light—unless it is done inside a strong magnetic field. But it still will light
if, in addition, it is struck inside a Faraday cage—unless there is not enough
oxygen. And so on. There need be no definite totality of possible defeasors,
specifiable in advance. Even where we have some idea how to enumerate
them, unless those provisos are generally left implicit, actually stating the
premises so as to draw inferences from them monotonically is impossibly
cumbersome in practice.

At this point, one is liable to think of ceteris paribus clauses. The careful
way to formulate the ordinary inference just mentioned is that if I strike this
dry, well-made match, ceteris paribus, or other things being equal, it will
light. I think that is indeed exactly what we ought to say, and the point I want
to make can be made by saying that what such ceteris paribus clauses mark
is an unavoidable feature of ordinary material inferences. But it is critical
to understand what such clauses do and do not do. They are not devices for
the wholesale stipulation of the denial of all of the potential defeasors that,
even if exhaustively knowable and statable, if denied retail would make the
inference unsurveyable. That is, they are not devices that make nonmono-
tonic inferences monotonic. The proper term for a Latin phrase whose utter-
ance could do that is ‘magic spell’. If it is thought of as a wholesale proviso
covering all possible defeasors, the effect of adding ‘ceteris paribus’ to the
statement of the inference that if I strike this dry, well-made match, then
it will light, would be to say, “unless for some reason it doesn’t” or “except
in those circumstances when it doesn’t.” That is not producing an infer-
ence that is monotonic; it is producing one that is trivial. The real expressive
function of ceteris paribus clauses is not magically to remove the nonmono-
tonicity of material inferences, nor to replace them with other monotonic
ones, but rather explicitly to acknowledge their nonmonotonicity: to mark
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the inference being endorsed as one that has unspecified, but potentially
important defeasors.”

The fourth premise is that at any given time, many, if not most, of a sub-
ject’s beliefs could only be justified by exhibiting them as the conclusions
of material inferences. We might call a believer “epistemically responsible”
insofar as she acknowledges a commitment to being able to justify many, if
not most, of her beliefs, under suitable circumstances. My fifth premise is
that in order to count as a discursive practitioner, one must be at least mini-
mally epistemically responsible. Present purposes will not require that we
attempt to quantify what the minimal level of such responsibility is.

We can draw a preliminary conclusion. The five considerations advanced
so far together entail that epistemically responsible believers face a poten-
tially intractable updating problem. Every change of belief, no matter
how small, is potentially relevant to the justification of every prior belief.
Acquiring a new belief means acquiring what, for any material inference
the believer endorses and relies upon for justification, might possibly turn
out to be a defeasor. And giving up any belief means giving up not only
a premise that might previously have been relied upon in justification, but
also a potential counter-defeasor (for instance, a magnetic field’s not being
a defeasor to the match’s lighting if there is a Faraday cage inside the field).

Now it is not practically feasible explicitly to review all of one’s beliefs
every time one’s beliefs change, in order to check which are and which are
not still justifiable. If that were what epistemic responsibility demanded,
then it would be a pointless, impossible ideal. Language users who do not
(because they cannot) do that, must practically distinguish, among all the
inferences that rationalize their current beliefs, which of them are update
candidates, in the light of the current change of belief (let us say, for simplic-
ity, a newly added belief). That is practically to associate with the new belief

17. For empirical claims involving theoretical vocabulary, this is obvious. For theoreti-
cal vocabulary is, by definition, vocabulary that can only correctly be applied as the conclu-
sion of an inference. But the justification even of beliefs acquired noninferentially, through
observation, typically will involve appealing to the reliability of the observer’s differen-
tial responsive dispositions to endorse such claims under a range of circumstances. The
inference from my being a reliable reporter of red things in good light to my responsively
elicited claim that something is red being true can be a good material inference. But it is
nonmonotonic, defeasible by a whole range of collateral circumstances.
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a set of material inferences of which it is a potential defeasor. The potential
defeasors in this way associated with each material inference endorsed in
turn define (by complementation) the range of counterfactual robustness
practically associated with that inference.'

I conclude that in view of the nonmonotonicity of material inference, the
practical task of updating the rest of one’s beliefs when some of them change
is tractable in principle only if those who deploy a vocabulary practically dis-
criminate ranges of counterfactual robustness for many of the material infer-
ences they endorse. If that is right, then establishing the modal Kant-Sellars
thesis requires further showing how to introduce modal vocabulary on the
basis of such counterfactual conditionals, and how to use modal vocabulary
to make those counterfactual conditionals explicit. Ryle’s remarks suggest a
strategy for both: treat “If p were true, g would be true” as equivalent to “It is
not possible that p and not-q.” In Between Saying and Doing (Chapter Five)
I show how to follow out this strategy in detail, by treating the claim that g
follows from p as equivalent to the claim that everything materially incom-
patible with g is materially incompatible with p—so that to say that “Coda
is a dog” entails “Coda is a mammal” is to say that everything incompatible
with his being a mammal is incompatible with his being a dog.

5. The Normative Kant-Sellars Thesis

Before turning to that project of connecting material inferential relations
with an implicitly modal notion of material incompatibility, however, I want
to consider an analog of the Kant-Sellars thesis about modal vocabulary that
applies instead to normative vocabulary.

Kant read Hume’s theoretical and practical philosophies as raising vari-
ants of a single question. On the side of theoretical reasoning, Hume asks
what our warrant is for moving from descriptions of what in fact happens
to characterizations of what must happen and what could not happen. How,

18. Somewhat more carefully put: assuming some length restriction ensuring finiteness
of the set of logically non-compound sentences involved, the ability to associate with each
sentence a set of inferences of which it is a potential defeasor can be algorithmically elabo-
rated into (and hence is PP-sufficient for) the ability to associate with each inference a set of
potential defeasors, and hence again, the set of non-defeasors.
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he wants to know, can we rationally justify the move from descriptions of
matter-of-factual regularities to formulations of necessary laws? On the side
of practical reasoning, Hume asks what our warrant is for moving from
descriptions of how things are to prescriptions of how they ought to be. How,
he wants to know, can we rationally justify the move from ‘is’ to ‘ought’? In
Kant’s terminology, these are both species of ‘necessity practical (including
moral) and natural necessity, respectively. For him, ‘necessary’ (notwendig)
just means “according to a rule.” Hume’s predicament is that he finds that
even his best understanding of facts doesn’t yield an understanding of rules
governing and relating those facts, underwriting assessments of which of
the things that actually happen (something we can experience) must happen
(are naturally necessary), or ought to happen (are normatively or practically
necessary).

As we have seen, on the modal side, Kant’s response is that Hume’s pre-
dicament is not a real one. One cannot in fact fully understand the descrip-
tive, empirical employment of ordinary determinate concepts such as cat
without at least implicitly understanding also what is made explicit by the
modal concepts that articulate laws. Kant mounts a corresponding line of
thought on the side of normative or practical necessity. Normative concepts
make explicit commitments that are implicit in any use of concepts, whether
theoretically in judgment or practically in acting intentionally—that is, in
endorsing practical maxims. Judgment and agency are implicitly normative
phenomena because they consist in the application of concepts, and apply-
ing concepts is undertaking commitments and responsibilities whose con-
tent is articulated by those concepts. (For Kant, specifically moral normative
vocabulary makes explicit commitments that are already implicit in the
practical use of concepts to endorse maxims, ends, and plans.)

I am not going to go into how Sellars builds on this thought, because I
will develop it in a somewhat different way. Suffice it to say that in the light
of Kant’s parallel responses to Hume’s parallel concerns with the credentials
of modal and normative vocabulary—concerns couched in epistemologi-
cal terms, but at base semantic in character—we can formulate a normative
Kant-Sellars thesis by analogy to the modal one. It is the claim that in order
to apply or deploy ordinary empirical descriptive vocabulary, including
observational vocabulary—and hence, in order to deploy any autonomous
vocabulary whatsoever—one must already be able to do everything needed
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Figure 4.7 Normative Kant-Sellars Thesis:
normative vocabulary is elaborated-explicating (LX).

to introduce normative vocabulary. Articulated in terms of meaning-use
analysis, it is the claim that there are practices PV-necessary for engaging
in any autonomous discursive practice that are PP-sufficient for practices
PV-sufficient to deploy normative vocabulary. If, again by analogy to the
modal case, we add the claim that normative vocabulary is VP-sufficient
to specify those aspects of the practices that are PV-necessary for any ADP,
we have the full-blown claim that normative vocabulary is elaborated-expli-
cating, or LX, for all autonomous vocabularies. The MUD for the resultant
complex meaning-use relation among vocabularies is shown in Figure 4.7.
How might one argue for the normative Kant-Sellars thesis? I have been
working all along with the idea that any autonomous set of practices can be
intelligible as deploying a vocabulary—that is, as being discursive or linguis-
tic practices—only insofar as those practices attribute to some performances
the pragmatic significance of assertions, and that it is a necessary feature of
that pragmatic significance that assertions can serve both as premises and
conclusions of inferences. The notions of asserting and of inferring are on
this account essentially and indissolubly linked. This is to say that every
autonomous discursive practice must include core practices of giving and
asking for reasons. It is playing a suitable role in such a constellation of prac-
tices that makes the sign-designs whose production can have in that context
the pragmatic significance of being an assertion—something that can both
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serve as and stand in need of a reason—qualify as declarative sentences. And
standing in those inferential (justificatory, evidential) relations is a neces-
sary condition of those sentences being intelligible as expressing proposi-
tional contents."”

It is these core practices of giving and asking for reasons that I propose
as being both PV-necessary for every autonomous discursive practice (as I
have just been claiming) and PP-sufficient for, in the sense of algorithmically
elaboratable into, practices PV-sufficient for the introduction of normative
vocabulary, which can then serve explicitly to specify key features of those
practices. In particular, I will argue that no set of practices is recognizable
as a game of giving and asking for reasons for assertions unless it involves
implicitly (practically) acknowledging at least two sorts of normative status,
commitments and entitlements, and some general structures relating them.

Suppose we have a set of counters or markers such that producing or play-
ing one has the social significance of making an assertional move in the
game. We can call such counters ‘sentences’. Then for any player at any time
there must be a way of partitioning sentences into two classes, by distin-
guishing somehow those that he is disposed or otherwise prepared to assert
(perhaps when suitably prompted). These counters, which are distinguished
by bearing the player’s mark, being on his list, or being kept in his box, con-
stitute his score. By playing a new counter, making an assertion, one alters
one’s own score, and perhaps that of others.

Here is my first claim: for such a game or set of toy practices to be recog-
nizable as involving assertions, it must be the case that playing one counter,
or otherwise adding it to one’s score, can commit one to playing others, or
adding them to one’s score. If one asserts, “The swatch is red,” one ought to
add to one’s score also “The swatch is colored.” Making the one move obliges
one to be prepared to make the other as well. This is not to say that all players
actually do have the dispositions they ought to have. One might not act as
one is committed or obliged to act; one can break or fail to follow this sort of
rule of the game, at least in particular cases, without thereby being expelled

19. For my purposes here I do not need to claim that inferential articulation, broadly
construed, is sufficient to constitute propositional content. I need only the weaker claim
that it is a necessary feature: that nothing that could not play the role of premise and conclu-
sion of an inference could be intelligible as propositionally contentful.
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from the company of players of the asserting game. Still, I claim, assertional
games must have rules of this sort: rules of consequential commitment.

Why? Because to be recognizable as assertional, a move must not be idle,
it must make a difference, it must have consequences for what else it is appro-
priate to do, according to the rules of the game. Assertions express judg-
ments or beliefs. Putting a sentence on one’s list of judgments, putting it in
one’s belief box, must have consequences for how else one ought, rationally,
to act, judge, and believe. We may be able to construct cases where it is intel-
ligible to attribute beliefs that are consequentially inert and isolated from
their fellows: “I just believe that cows look goofy, that’s all. Nothing follows
from that, and I am not obliged to act in any particular way on that belief.”
But all of our beliefs could not intelligibly be understood to be like this. If
putting sentences onto my list or into my box never has consequences for
what else belongs there, then we ought not to understand the list as consist-
ing of my judgments, or the box as containing my beliefs.

Understanding a claim, the significance of an assertional move, requires
understanding at least some of its consequences, knowing what else (what
other moves) one would be committing oneself to by making that claim.
A parrot, we can imagine, can produce an utterance perceptually indistin-
guishable from an assertion of “That’s red.” Our nonetheless not taking it
to have asserted that sentence, not to have made a move in that game, is our
taking it that, unaware as it is of the inferential involvements of the claim
that it would be expressing, of what it would be committing itself to were it
to make the claim, it has not thereby succeeded in committing itself to any-
thing. Making that assertion is committing oneself to such consequences as
that the swatch is colored, that it is not green, and so on.

For this reason we can understand making a claim as taking up a particu-
lar sort of normative stance toward an inferentially articulated content. It is
endorsing it, taking responsibility for it, committing oneself to it. The differ-
ence between treating something as a claiming and treating it just as a brute
sounding off, between treating it as making a move in the assertional game
and treating it as an idle performance, is just whether one treats it as the
undertaking of a commitment that is suitably articulated by its consequen-
tial relations to other commitments. These are rational relations, whereby
undertaking one commitment rationally obliges one to undertake others,
related to it as its inferential consequences. These relations at least partly
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articulate the content of the commitment or responsibility one undertakes
by asserting a sentence. Apart from such relations, there is no such content,
hence no assertion.

The next claim I want to make is that practices incorporating a game of
giving and asking for reasons must involve acknowledgment of a second
kind of normative status. I have said that making a move in the assertional
game should be understood as acknowledging a certain sort of commit-
ment, articulated by consequential inferential relations linking the asserted
sentence to other sentences. But players of the game of giving and asking
for reasons must also distinguish among the commitments an interlocu-
tor undertakes, a distinguished subclass to which she is entitled. Linguistic
rationalism understands assertions, the fundamental sort of speech act, as
essentially things that can both serve as and stand in need of reasons. Giving
reasons for a claim is producing other assertions that license or entitle one
to it, that justify it. Asking for reasons for a claim is asking for its warrant,
for what entitles one to that commitment. Such a practice presupposes a
distinction between assertional commitments to which one is entitled and
those to which one is not entitled. Reason-giving practices make sense only
if there can be an issue as to whether or not practitioners are entitled to their
commitments.

Indeed, I take it that liability to demands for justification, that is,
demonstration of entitlement, is a major dimension of the responsibility one
undertakes, the commitment one makes, in asserting something. In making
an assertion one implicitly acknowledges the propriety, at least under some
circumstances, of demands for reasons, for justification of the claim one
has endorsed, the commitment one has undertaken. Besides the committive
dimension of assertional practice, there is the critical dimension: the aspect
of the practice in which the propriety of those commitments is assessed.
Apart from this critical dimension, the notion of reasons gets no grip.

So the overall claim is that the sense of endorsement that determines the
force of assertional speech acts involves, at a minimum, a kind of commit-
ment the speaker’s entitlement to which is always potentially at issue. The
assertible contents expressed by declarative sentences whose utterance can
have this sort of force must accordingly be inferentially articulated along
both normative dimensions. Downstream, they must have inferential con-
sequences, commitment to which is entailed by commitment to the original
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content. Upstream, they must have inferential antecedents, relations to con-
tents that can serve as premises from which entitlement to the original con-
tent can be inherited.

6. Conclusion

If that is right, then discursive practitioners as such must be able in practice
to take or treat each other and themselves as exhibiting normative statuses:
as being committed and entitled to contents expressed by the declarative
sentences whose freestanding utterance has the pragmatic significance
of acknowledging a commitment and claiming an entitlement. Since by
hypothesis these practitioners can already make assertions, the introduc-
tion of normative vocabulary permitting one explicitly to say that someone
is committed or entitled to a claim requires only that new vocabulary, “S
is committed to p” and “S is entitled to p,” be deployed with the circum-
stances of application that one can assert these sentences formed using the
new normative vocabulary whenever one would in practice respond to S as
having the commitment or entitlement labeled with the sentence p, and with
the consequences of application that whenever one asserts one of these new
normative sentences, one must also take or treat S in practice as having the
corresponding commitment or entitlement. Introducing vocabulary play-
ing this role requires only the algorithmic elaborative abilities I have called
“response substitution” (along with the arbitrary formation and permutation
of states), together with the sort of basic deontic scorekeeping abilities I have
argued one must possess in order to engage in practices of giving and asking
for reasons at all. Further, when used with these circumstances and conse-
quences of application, it is clear that when one of these new normative sen-
tences is asserted, the pragmatic significance of that speech act will be to say
that someone is committed or entitled to a claim, making propositionally
explicit a practical attitude—taking or treating someone in practice as com-
mitted or entitled to a claim—that before the advent of the new vocabulary
remained implicit in what one did.

My overall claim is that both the modal and the normative Kant-Sellars
theses are true. In order to be able to talk at all, to make claims and inferences,
one must already know how to do everything necessary in principle (in the
precise sense of ‘in principle’ given by the notion of algorithmic elaboration)
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to deploy alethic modal and deontic normative vocabulary. If so, one cannot
be stuck in the position Hume took himself to be in: understanding ordi-
nary empirical descriptive vocabulary, but with that providing no grip on
the use of modal and normative vocabulary. The semantic relations between
what is expressed by the use of empirical descriptive vocabulary, on the one
hand, and what is expressed by the use of modal and what (something differ-
ent) is expressed by normative vocabulary, on the other, are essentially prag-
matically mediated ones. To understand the relation between how things
merely are and how they must be or (a different matter) ought to be, one must
look at what one is doing in saying how things are, and what is required to
say what one is thereby doing. Transposing Kant’s response to Hume into
this pragmatist key requires the metaconceptual resources of meaning-use
analysis, which is what enables us to be clear about the pragmatically medi-
ated semantic relations on which that response depends.

Coming to understand both modal and normative vocabulary as stand-
ing in the complex resultant pragmatically mediated semantic relation of
being LX to—elaborated from and explicating of—practices integral to
every autonomous discursive practice will turn out also to be the key to
understanding a deep and illuminating feature of the relation of these two
vocabularies, not just to vocabulary use in general, but also to each other. It
supplies the raw materials for filling out and developing Sellars’s suggestive
claim that modal vocabulary is a ‘transposed’ language of norms.



CHAPTER FIVE

Modal Expressivism and Modal Realism:
Together Again

A Modal Expressivism

1. Kant saw that in addition to concepts whose principal use is to make
it possible for us to describe how things are, there are concepts that make
explicit features of the metaconceptual framework that makes such descrip-
tion possible. An important class of the framework-explicating concepts
(arguably the one that motivated this entire line of thought) comprises
alethic modal concepts, such as necessity and possibility. These express law-

ful relations between ground-level descriptive concepts and mark the spe-
cial status of Newton’s laws, their lawfulness, by contrast to the status of
merely contingent matters of fact, the role played by statements of initial
and boundary conditions for particular applications of those laws. But it is
not only in understanding the use of technical scientific concepts that the
modal concepts find application. The use of ordinary empirical descriptive
concepts such as gold, and cat, and house, no less than the Newtonian con-

cepts of mass, force, and acceleration, is essentially, and not just accidentally,

articulated by the modality these modal concepts express.

It is because he believes all this that Kant calls modal concepts (among
others) ‘pure’ concepts: categories. Pure concepts are a species of a priori
concepts.! The sense in which we can think of them as available a priori that

1. That is, concepts available a priori. I take it that Kant’s standard usage of “a priori” is
adverbial, though this is not obvious since the Latin phrase is not grammatically marked as it
would be in German. Exactly what Kant means by the term ‘pure’ [rein], as it applies generi-
cally to reason, knowledge, understanding, principles, concepts, and intuition is a complex
and challenging question. There seems to be some terminological drift across the species,
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I want to focus on comprises three claims. First, what they express are struc-
tural features of the framework within which alone it is possible to apply any
concepts, make any judgments, including ordinary empirical descriptive
ones. Second, in being able to apply any ground-level empirical concepts,
one already knows how to do everything one needs to know how to do in
order to apply the categorial concepts. Finally, there are no particular empir-
ical descriptive concepts one must be able to apply in order to have implicit
mastery of what is expressed by categorial concepts such as the modal ones
(though perhaps one must have some descriptive concepts or other).

The alethic modality that has this categorial status is something like phys-
ical necessitation. It is the modality involved in the “pure principle” that
“every alteration must have a cause.” But the use of these modal concepts to
formulate particular laws of nature results neither in a priori principles nor
in analytic judgments. Lawlike claims assert modal relations between non-
categorial descriptive concepts. They are synthetic, and must be discovered
and justified empirically. The crux of Kant’s challenge in the first Critique
that culminates in the B Deduction, is to show how it is intelligible that
categorial concepts, paradigmatically the modal ones, can both articulate
structural relations intrinsic and essential to the use of descriptive concepts
and express causal laws of nature that combine the features of being on the
one hand universal and necessary and, on the other hand, empirical.

2. A further development of what I want to claim will be retrospectively
recognizable as the same line of thought can be found in Frege.? His use
of Latin letters and his logical sign of generality (used in conjunction with
the notation for hypotheticals) express relations between concepts. It has
always been an embarrassment for the anachronistic extensional quantifi-
cational reading of this notation (due originally to Russell) that Frege says
of it, when he first introduces it in the Begriffsschrift, that it is the right way

and some wavering on how to classify particular examples. (The status of the crucial a priori
principle that every alteration must have a cause, for instance, is apparently variously charac-
terized at [B3] and [B5].) Being available a priori is necessary, but not sufficient [B3].

2. The characterization of Frege’s Begriffsschrift that follows is one that I had my eyes
opened to by Danielle Macbeth’s pathbreaking book Frege’s Logic (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2005).
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to express causal relations of necessitation.® For it is a commonplace of
the later logistical tradition that merely quantificational relations between
concepts cannot distinguish between contingent regularities and lawlike,
necessary ones. For that, explicit modal operators must be applied to the
quantified conditionals.

But Frege deploys his notation so that the relations between concepts
expressed by generalized conditionals already have modal force. Relations
between concepts of the sort logic lets us express have consequences for
relations between their extensions, of the sort our quantificational nota-
tion expresses, but his generality locutions (the use of Latin letters and
the concavity with German ones) codify relations we think of as inten-
sional. Fregean logical concepts are indeed second- and higher-order con-
cepts, but more than that, the universality they express is rulish. They are
in the first instance principles in accordance with which to reason, and
only derivatively premises from which to reason.* In addition to permit-
ting the formulation of purely logical relations among logical concepts,
Frege’s logical vocabulary permits us to assert necessary connections
among empirical concepts that themselves can only be discovered empiri-
cally: physically or causally necessary connections. In the Preface to the
Begriffsschrift, Frege says:

It seems to me to be easier still to extend the domain of this concept-
script [Begriffsschrift] to include geometry. We would only have to add
a few signs for the intuitive relations that occur there. . . . The transition
to the pure theory of motion and then to mechanics and physics could
follow at this point. The latter two fields, in which besides rational
necessity [Denknotwendigkeit] natural necessity [Naturnotwendigkeit]

3. “This is the way in which causal connections are expressed.” [Italics in the original.]
Begriffsschrift §12; p. 27 in Jean van Heijenoort (ed.), From Frege to Gédel: A Source Book
in Mathematical Logic, 1879-1931 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1967).
Foreshadowed at §5.

4. Following Mill, this is Sellars’s way of putting the point, in “Counterfactuals,
Dispositions, and the Causal Modalities,” in H. Feigl, M. Scriven, and G. Maxwell
(eds.), Minnesota Studies in the Philosophy of Science, vol. II (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1957), pp. 225-308. Hereafter CDCM.
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asserts itself, are the first for which we can predict a further develop-
ment of the notation as knowledge progresses.®

The additional signs that such an extension requires do not include modal
operators. The necessity (whether natural or rational) of the connections
between empirical concepts is already contained as part of what is expressed
by the logical vocabulary, even when it is used to make claims that are not
logically, but only empirically true.

The capacity to express modal connections of necessitation between con-
ceptsis essential to Frege’s overall purpose in constructing his Begriffsschrift.
Its aim is to make explicit the contents of concepts. Frege understands
that content as articulated by the inferential relations between concepts,
and so crafted his notation to make those inferential connections explicit.
Introducing his project in the third section of the Begriffsschrift, he says:

The contents of two judgments may differ in two ways: either the con-
sequences derivable from the first, when it is combined with certain
other judgments, always follow also from the second, when it is com-
bined with the same judgments, or this is not the case. The two proposi-
tions “The Greeks defeated the Persians at Plataea,” and “The Persians
were defeated by the Greeks at Plataea,” differ in the first way. . . . I call
that part of the content that is the same in both the conceptual content
[begrifflicher Inhalt]. . . . [I]t alone is of significance for my concept-
script [Begriffsschrift].

The principal technical innovation that makes it possible for the
Begriffsschrift to express the inferential relations that articulate conceptual
content, Frege takes it, is his notation for generality, when used in connec-
tion with his conditional (used to express hypothetical judgeable contents).
An essential element of that expressive power is the capacity of this nota-
tion to express rulish, modally robust, inferential relations of necessitation,
including, importantly, the natural necessity characteristic of inferences
underwritten by causal connections. Though he doesn’t himself think of it

5. van Heijenoort, From Frege to Gidel, p. 7. I have emended the translation slightly,
where I have noted the original German terms.
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this way, Frege is continuing and developing Kant’s line of thought concern-
ing the role that modality (including centrally the kind of necessity involved
in causation) plays in distinguishing the expressive role of certain concepts
that relate ground-level empirical descriptive concepts to one another from
the expressive role of those descriptive concepts themselves.

3. Nearer to our own time, this line of thought has been further developed
and clarified by Wilfrid Sellars. He lucidly compressed his endorsement of
the fundamental Kantian idea that modal concepts make explicit something
implicit in the use of ordinary empirical descriptive concepts into the title
of one of his earliest essays: “Concepts as Involving Laws, and Inconceivable
without Them.” But he also offers the outline of a more articulated argument
for the claim. We can reconstruct it as follows:

1. “Itis only because the expressions in terms of which we describe
objects . . . locate these objects in a space of implications, that they
describe at all, rather than merely label.”

2. Itis an essential feature of the inferential relations in which, accord-
ing to claim (1), descriptive concepts must stand, that they can be
appealed to in explanations and justifications of further descriptions.

3. So: “although describing and explaining (predicting, retrodicting,
understanding) are distinguishable, they are also, in an important
sense, inseparable. . . . The descriptive and explanatory resources of
language advance hand in hand. ...’

4. The expressive role distinctive of modal vocabulary is to make

explicit these explanatory and justificatory relations.

This line of thought is a way of filling in ideas that Sellars had had since
his student days. In an autobiographical sketch, he tells us that he was to
begin with concerned to understand the sort of content expressed by con-
cepts of the “logical, causal, and deontological modalities.” (Here only what
he calls the “causal” modalities are at issue—a point to which I shall return.)
His big idea, he tells us, was that what was needed was a functional theory

6. CDCM §108.
7. CDCM $108.
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of concepts which would make their role in reasoning, rather than supposed
origin in experience, their primary feature.®

The idea he got from Kant was that the “role in reasoning” distinctive of a
key class of alethic modal concepts is to articulate the “role in reasoning” of
ordinary empirical descriptive concepts.

The two key moves in an argument of this form are, first, an account of the
descriptive use of empirical concepts that exhibits as essential their articu-
lation by inferences that can support explanations and justifications and,
second, an account of the central function of at least some alethic modal
vocabulary as expressing explanatory and justificatory inferential relations
among descriptive concepts. The conclusion of the argument is what I call
the “Kant-Sellars thesis about modality™ in knowing how to use ordinary
empirical descriptive vocabulary, one already knows how to do everything
one needs to know how to do in order to be able (in principle) to use alethic
modal vocabulary.®” According to this thesis, one cannot be in the semantic
predicament that empiricists such as Hume and Quine envisaged: under-
standing ordinary empirical descriptive vocabulary perfectly well, but hav-
ing thereby no grip at all on what is expressed by modal vocabulary.

How does Sellars understand the distinction between “merely labeling,” on
the one hand, and describing, in the sense he then wants to argue “advances
hand in hand” with explaining and justifying, on the other hand? Labeling
is attaching signs to, or associating them with, items in the nonlinguistic
world. The paradigm of this semantic relation is that between an arbitrary
name and its bearer, or a sign and what it signifies—what Sellars elsewhere
calls “the ‘Fido’-Fido model.” Now it is one of the founding insights of ana-
lytic philosophy of language that the results of a Procrustean assimilation
of all semantic relations to this nominalistic model are disastrous. That is
a lesson taught originally by Frege, and again by both the Wittgenstein of
the Tractatus and the Wittgenstein of the Investigations, each in his own
way. (The mistake lives on in semiotics and in the structuralist heirs of de
Saussure. Derrida was sufficiently in the grip of this traditional picture that

8. In H. N. Castaieda (ed.), Action, Knowledge, and Reality (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-
Merrill, 1975), p. 285.

9. I discuss this claim at greater length in Chapter 4 of Between Saying and Doing:
Towards an Analytic Pragmatism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).
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the only alternative to it he could conceive was that signs should be under-
stood to stand exclusively for . . . other signs.) What one will not under-
stand on this model, in the first instance, is what is special about sentences,
and what they express: claimables, judgeable contents, Fregean thoughts
as thinkables. In particular, using the ‘Fido’-Fido model to think about the
relation between declarative sentences and true Fregean thinkables, facts,
is fraught with difficulties. Indeed, even the more promising strategy that
avoids the nominalistic mistake of modeling the semantics of sentences
on that of names while crafting a technical notion of representation to be
generic across its disparate name-bearer and (true) sentence-fact species
requires more subtlety, craft, and guile than is generally appreciated.

Of course, one need not make the nominalistic mistake of assimilating
all semantic relations to labeling in order to claim that the model applies
to some uses of linguistic expressions, that is, to claim that there are, after
all, labels—even if sentences are not to be counted among them. Sellars is
claiming that describing should also not be assimilated to applying a “mere
label.” Here the relevant grammatical category is not terms or sentences,
but predicates. Predicate labels in Sellars’s sense can have more content
than proper names like ‘Fido’. The use of predicates to make observation
reports requires the user to exercise a reliable differential responsive dispo-
sition. It is tempting to think that reliably responding in a distinctive way
to some things and not others is a way of classifying them as being of some
kind, or as having something in common. What more besides dividing
things into groups could be required to count as describing them as being
of different kinds? The difference between classifying in the sense of label-
ing and describing emerges when we ask what the things grouped together
by their elicitation of a common response are supposed to be described
as. If the dog reliably barks at some things, and not others (cats, dogs, and
squirrels, but not horses; men but not women; motorcycles but not cars;
helicopters but not airplanes; church bells but not the neighbor’s stereo;
and so on) it is grouping things, sorting them into two classes. But there
need be nothing it is describing them as. When the metal strip expands in
some environments and contracts in others, it is not yet describing them
as warm or cold.

Sellars’s idea is that what one is describing something as is a matter
of what follows from the classification—what consequences falling in one
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group or another has. It is insofar as being grouped one way rather than
another can serve as a premise in an inference that the grouping is intel-
ligible as a description and not merely a label. Even in the primitive, non-
inferential case of the three vervet cries appropriately elicited (as the young
ones are trained by their elders) by snakes, eagles, and leopards, it is inso-
far as they are appropriately responded to (as the young ones are trained
by their elders) by jumping, covering, and climbing, respectively, that they
begin to be intelligible as describing threats-from-below, threats-from-
above, and so on. Reliably differentially elicited responses are intelligible
as observation reports, as empirical descriptions, just insofar as they are
available to justify further claims. It is essential, and not just accidental, to
descriptive predicates that they can be used to make claims, which would
be expressed by declarative sentences. And it is essential, and not acciden-
tal to those claimings that they can serve as reasons for further claims. (Of
course, this Sellarsian inferentialist way of developing Frege’s claims about
how we must think of the contents of predicates and sentences as related
to one another once we see the inadequacy of nominalistic construals is
controversial. I have elaborated and defended it elsewhere, and am merely
expounding it here.)

In the same spirit, Michael Dummett argues that the content of a descrip-
tive concept cannot be identified with its circumstances of appropriate appli-
cation alone. In order to avoid the defects and inadequacies of one-sided
theories of meaning, one must consider both those circumstances of applica-
tion and the appropriate consequences of such application—which is to say
also its role as a premise in inferences (both theoretical and practical). It is
possible to construct descriptive concepts that share circumstances or con-
sequences of application, but differ in the other component. In such cases,
they differ also in their content or meaning. Thinking of the application of
substantive nonlogical descriptive concepts as involving a commitment to
the propriety of the material inference from their circumstances to their
consequences of application is a way of insisting that descriptive concepts
count as locating the objects they are applied to “in a space of implications.”

Sellars sees modal locutions as tools used in the enterprise of

. making explicit the rules we have adopted for thought and
action. . . . I shall be interpreting our judgments to the effect that A
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causally necessitates B as the expression of a rule governing our use of
the terms ‘A’ and B’}

The rules they express are rules of inference. Modal expressions are inference
licenses or inference “tickets,” in Ryle’s terminology." These are what Sellars
calls “material,” that is, nonlogical inferences. In fact, what these modal
locutions make explicit, according to Sellars, are just the implications, situ-
ation in a space of which is what distinguishes descriptive concepts from
mere labels. Inferences such as “Pittsburgh is to the West of Princeton, so
Princeton is to the East of Pittsburgh” articulate the content of the descrip-
tive concepts West and East.

Further, it is the inferential commitments acknowledging such material
implicational relations that are appealed to in explanation and justification.

To make first hand use of these [modal] expressions is to be about the
business of explaining a state of affairs, or justifying an assertion."?

That is, what one is doing in using modal expressions (“As are necessarily Bs”)
is endorsing an inference (from anything’s being A to its being B) that can be
appealed to in justifying one description on the basis of another, or explain-
ing the applicability of one description by the appealing to the applicability
of another: “The raspberries are red because they are ripe.” This is why the
expressive resources of description, on the one hand, and justification and
explanation, on the other hand, “advance hand in hand,” as Sellars says.
Because he understands the expressive function characteristic of the
modal vocabulary he is addressing to be that of making explicit the infer-
ential relations appealed to in justifications and explanations, Sellars takes
it that the central use of that vocabulary is in qualifying conditionals,

10. Sellars, “Language, Rules, and Behavior,” in J. Sicha (ed.), Pure Pragmatics and
Possible Worlds: The Early Essays of Wilfrid Sellars (Atascadero, CA: Ridgeview, 1980), fn 2
to p. 136. Hereafter PPPW.

11. Gilbert Ryle, “If’, ‘So’, and ‘Because’,” in Max Black (ed.), Philosophical Analysis
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1950), pp. 302-318. Sellars does not discuss whether
“A causally necessitates B” should be understood as expressing a committive, or merely a
permissive inference.

12. CDCM §80.
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paradigmatically quantified conditionals, rather than their use as operators
applying to nonconditional descriptive sentences. What the modal vocabu-
lary expresses is the element of generality that Ryle had insisted was present
in all endorsements of inferences:

... some kind of openness, variableness, or satisfiability characterizes
all hypothetical statements alike, whether they are recognized “variable
hypotheticals” like “For all x, if x is a man, x is mortal” or are highly deter-
minate hypotheticals like “If today is Monday, tomorrow is Tuesday.”"?

That element of generality would naturally be made explicit in this last
example by applying a necessity operator to the conditional. Another way
of putting this same point is that the inferential relations among descriptive
concepts in virtue of which they can be used to describe, and not just label,
which are appealed to in justifications and explanations of the applicability
of one description on the basis of the applicability of another, and which are
made explicit by the use of modally qualified conditionals, are subjunctive-
and counterfactual-supporting inferences. They make explicit the laws that
Sellars says concepts involve and are inconceivable without.

This constellation of claims to which Sellars aspires to entitle himself
articulates what he makes of the tradition of thinking about modality that
Kant initiates and Frege develops in an inferentialist key. It is a story that
construes (at least one kind of) modal vocabulary as distinguished by the
role it plays in expressing explicitly essential aspects that it makes visible
as implicit already in the use of ordinary empirical descriptive vocabulary.
Having a (“first hand”) use in explicating the framework within which
vocabulary use can have the significance of describing—a framework we
come to see as necessarily a unified package comprising not only descrip-
tion, but justification and explanation, a framework articulated by subjunc-
tively robust inferential relations among descriptive concepts—sets modal
vocabulary off from the descriptive vocabulary, precisely in virtue of the
distinctive expressive role it plays with respect to the use of such descriptive
vocabulary. This, then, is Sellars’s modal expressivism.

13. Ryle, “If’, ‘So’, and ‘Because’,” p. 311.
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4. Itis, it should be acknowledged, largely programmatic. Turning the pro-
gram into a full-blooded account of the use of modal vocabulary would
require satisfactory responses to a number of challenges. I remarked above
that Sellars’s approach focuses on modally qualified conditionals. So, at
a minimum, we would need to understand how it might be developed or
extended to deal with other uses of modal operators."

A second issue concerns the kind of modality Sellars is telling us about.
His topic patently is not logical necessity and possibility. Nor is it the sort of
metaphysical necessity and possibility Kripke introduces us to in “Naming
and Necessity.” In the principal essay in which he develops his expressiv-
ism, Sellars specifies what he is interested in as “causal” modalities.”® There
and elsewhere he talks about them as “physical” modalities. It is clear that
he means to be discussing the sort of alethic necessity and possibility that
characterizes laws of nature—not only laws of fundamental physics, but
also laws promulgated in the special sciences. He seems to think that this
is generically the same modality as that involved in ordinary informal
explanations of empirical phenomena: of why the car wouldn’t start, why
the beans burned, why the squirrel couldn’t get to the bird-feeder, and so
on. It is clearly some such notion of necessity and possibility that Kant was

addressing. It is the kind of necessity that is the target of Hume’s skepti-
cal epistemological doubts about the possibility of establishing on inductive
grounds, and of his consequent semantic doubts about, its ultimate intelli-
gibility. Frege’s few, gnomic remarks about the modal force of his generality
locutions (the concavity and the use of Latin letters) suggest he was thinking
about something like this same notion of necessity.

Sellars also clearly thinks that it is a kind of conceptual necessity. The
modality he is analyzing characterizes the subjunctively robust inferential
connections among empirical concepts in virtue of which (at least in part)
they have the descriptive contents that they do. The laws, exhibiting that
modality, which such concepts involve (without which, we are told, they are

14. Semantic inferentialists think that the use of any concept involves commitment to
the propriety of all the inferences from the circumstances of appropriate application to the
appropriate consequences of application of that concept. Cf. Chapter 1 of Robert Brandom,
Articulating Reasons (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997). So in that context,
a strategy for addressing this challenge might not be far to seek.

15. CDCM.
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inconceivable) articulate the contents of those concepts, or at least the frame-
work within which they are intelligible as having those contents. This aspect of
Sellars’s thought is what he makes of Kant’s treatment of alethic modality as a
category, a pure concept. For those, Sellars thinks, are the concepts that make
explicit something implicit in the use of any empirical descriptive concepts.
This is the semantic sense in which they are always available a priori: apart
from the applicability of any particular noncategorial, empirical concepts.
But it is not easy to see how to reconcile these two characterizations of
the modality in question: as causal, physical necessity and possibility, and
as some sort of conceptual necessity and possibility. In particular, these two
conceptions of a kind of alethic modality seem to pull in different directions
epistemologically. For laws of nature, or statements about what causally or
physically necessitates what (or makes what else causally or physically pos-
sible or impossible) must in general be established empirically. But questions
of what is conceptually necessary or possible, of what other concepts must
or can be applied if some concept were to be applied, just in virtue of the
contents of the concepts involved, seems to be something one can discover a
priori. One does not need to know how the world is, only what one means—
not what descriptive concepts actually apply to a situation, but only what the
contents of those concepts are. We are faced with an inconsistent triad of a
form that is familiar to readers of Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind:*®

1. Physical or causal necessity and possibility are a kind of conceptual
necessity and possibility.

2. Physical or causal necessities and possibilities must be established
empirically.

3. Conceptual necessities and possibilities can be established a priori.

Sellars is fully aware of this difficulty and has a straightforward, if radical,
response. He rejects the third element of the triad. A semantic externalist

16. Edited by Robert Brandom, with an Introduction by Richard Rorty (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1997) §6. Notice that insofar as there is any go to Sellars’s
reading of Kant on this point, a corresponding issue arises for Kant’s view. How is it,
exactly, that we can know a priori that nature is lawful, but can only know empirically
what the laws are?
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avant la lettre, he takes it that we cannot discover the contents of our con-
cepts or the meanings of our words just by introspecting. He follows Kant
in understanding concepts as rules (norms) we bind ourselves by, without
knowing everything about what we are committing ourselves to by applying
those concepts. Finding out what applications of descriptive concepts are cor-
rect and finding out what inferences connecting those descriptive concepts
are correct are two sides of one coin, two aspects of one process of empirical
inquiry. Though Quine would not put the point this way, Sellars is at one
with him in denying the Carnapian two-phase story (appropriate for formal
languages, but not for natural languages) according to which first, by one sort
of procedure one has privileged, nonempirical access to, one fixes meanings
(concepts, the language) and then subsequently, by another sort of proce-
dure, which is empirical, determines the facts (what to believe, one’s theory)
as expressed in those meanings (concepts, language). To find out what the
contents of the concepts we apply in describing the world really are, we have
to find out what the laws of nature are. And that is an empirical matter.

Another challenge to working out Sellars’s version of modal expressivism
concerns the extent to which, and the sense in which, it should be under-
stood as taking the expressive role characteristic of modal vocabulary to
be a metalinguistic one. On the one hand, when Sellars says he wants to
understand a paradigmatic kind of modal judgment as “the expression of
a rule governing our use of the terms ‘A’ and ‘B, this sounds straightfor-
wardly metalinguistic in a classical sense. (This formulation is from an early
paper, and is not appealed to in the later 1959 paper that contains his official
account.) On the other hand, it cannot be right to say that modal claims
should be understood as covertly made in a metalanguage whose mastery
requires mastery of terms that refer to terms (here, descriptive ones) in an
object language—which is the classical Tarski-Carnap sense. For someone
(perhaps a monolingual German) could claim, believe, or judge that A caus-
ally necessitates B without ever having heard of the English expressions that
‘A’ and ‘B’ stand for in the example. Further, the claim could be true even
if there had never been such expressions, because there had never been any
language users. (There would still have been laws of nature, even if there had
never been language.) So is the view he is after a metalinguistic expressiv-
ism, or not? In light of the considerations just mentioned, Sellars’s character-
istically nuanced-but-unhelpful assessment is this:
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Shall we say that modal expressions are metalinguistic? Neither a sim-
ple ‘yes’ nor a simple ‘no’ will do.””

He wants to say that while modal statements are not metalinguistic in a
narrow sense, there is a wider sense in which they are.

It is sometimes thought that modal statements do not describe states of
affairs in the world, because they are really metalinguistic. This won't
do at all if it is meant that instead of describing states of affairs in the
world, they describe linguistic habits. It is more plausible if it is meant
that statements involving modal terms have the force of prescriptive
statements about the use of certain expressions in the object language.
Yet there is more than one way to ‘have the force of a statement, and
failure to distinguish between them may snowball into a serious confu-
sion as wider implications are drawn.'®

What distinction does he have in mind?

We must here, as elsewhere, draw a distinction between what we are
committed to concerning the world by virtue of the fact that we have
reason to make a certain assertion, and the force, in a narrower sense,
of the assertion itself."”

Sellars acknowledges that modal statements do not say that some entailment
holds, but distinguishes between what is said by using a bit of vocabulary
and what is ‘contextually implied’ by doing so. Sellars says very little about
this latter notion, even though it bears the full weight of his proposed emen-
dation of the rationalist account. This is really all he says about the matter
in the only essay he devotes to the exposition of his views about the “causal
modalities.”

Elsewhere he had put what I think is recognizably the same point in terms
of a distinction between what one says by making a statement and what

17. CDCM §82.
18. CDCM §81.
19. CDCM $101.
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(else) one conveys by doing so.?° There his example is that in asserting, “The
weather is fine today,” I say that the weather is fine today, but convey that I
believe that it is fine. This is suggestive, but won’t help us out in detail in the
modal case. For, first, he doesn’t give us any idea what, if anything, is said
by making a modal claim. Second, assertions are in general expressions of
belief, regardless of what their content is. But the case we care about depends
on the application of specifically modal concepts in what is said doing some-
thing specific that one is not doing in making assertions generally.

I think Sellars never really figures out how to work out the line of thought
he suggests here. After 1959 he never repudiates the views he sketched in
“Counterfactuals, Dispositions, and the Causal Modalities,” and seems to
continue to endorse them. But he never revisits the topic substantially—
never says how he thinks one might go on to fill in the expressivist idea he
had gestured at there. Doing that is, in effect, left as an exercise to the reader.
I conjecture that one reason for this failure is that he labored under the
restriction of a further systematic constraint consequent upon other views
near and dear to his heart. For he also thought that discourse about proper-
ties, universals, and even facts was metalinguistic in a broad, nonclassical
sense. The problem for him, I think, is that he thought he not only needed to
find a specific sense in which modal vocabulary could be understood to be
‘metalinguistic’, but also a sense of that term that was generic between that
case and the case of ontological-categorial vocabulary such as ‘property’ and
‘universal’. He did work hard, and make significant progress, on delineating
the sense in which he thought of that latter sort of vocabulary as metalin-
guistic, avoiding the pitfalls (mentioned above) involved in understanding it
as metalinguistic in the orthodox sense that requires reference to the expres-
sions of an object language. His response turns on the discursive functional
roles that dot-quoted expressions refer to, the notion of distributive singular
terms, and of the formation of a kind of such terms by instantiating-catego-
rizing quotation to refer to those roles.?' This is a very sophisticated response

20. “Inference and Meaning,” PPPW, p. 280. This is also an earlier piece (1953), and he
does not in CDCM advert to this way of making the distinction.

21. His views are developed in three seminal essays: “Naming and Saying,” “Grammar
and Existence: A Preface to Ontology,” and “Abstract Entities.” They are reprinted as
Chapters 5, 6, and 7 of K. Scharp and R. Brandom (eds.), In the Space of Reasons: Selected
Essays of Wilfrid Sellars (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007).
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to the corresponding difficulties that arise for calling ontological-categorial
expressions ‘metalinguistic’. But that solution does not immediately apply
to modal expressions. (Whether some variant of it would work is another
question.) And he could not figure out how to specify either the genus that
comprises both, or the modal species.

5. Sellars is working with Kant’s idea that the expressive role distinctive
of alethic modal vocabulary is to make explicit something that is implicit
already in the use of ordinary empirical descriptive vocabulary. He picks
up Frege’s hint that what matters is the specifically inferential articulation
essential to the conceptual contentfulness of descriptive vocabulary. He
develops those thoughts by adding the idea that that expressive role is in
some broad but noncanonical sense metalinguistic—a matter of the role
such vocabulary plays in endorsing rules of inference governing descrip-
tive vocabulary. And equally importantly, he focuses our attention on the
pragmatic dimension of that expressive role. That is, he counsels us to look to
what we are doing when we endorse a modal claim. (Compare: expressivism
about normative vocabulary—paradigmatically deontic vocabulary.)

I want to make a couple of suggestions for how one might move forward
with what Sellars made of Kant’s thought about how the expressive role char-
acteristic of alethic modal vocabulary is related to that of ordinary empirical
descriptive vocabulary. One lesson I think we can learn from Sellars’s dif-
ficulties is that the notion of being ‘metalinguistic’ or (“about language”) is
too crude an expressive tool, too undifferentiated a concept, to be helpful in
this context. There are, as Sellars intimates, many ways in which the use of
one vocabulary can depend on that of another, besides any terms of the one
vocabulary referring to those of the other. Putting together Sellars’s metalin-
guistic idea with his pragmatic idea, we could consider the possibility that
the place to begin thinking about the expressive role of modal vocabulary
is with what in Between Saying and Doing I call a “pragmatic metavocabu-
lary.” This concept takes its place alongside that of a syntactic metavocabu-

lary, which enables one to talk about linguistic expressions themselves (both
what Sellars calls “sign designs” and grammatical categories), and a semantic
metavocabulary, which enables one to talk about what linguistic expressions
refer to or what descriptive concepts let one say. A pragmatic metavocabulary
enables one to talk about what one is doing in using linguistic expressions,
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the speech acts one is performing, the pragmatic force one is investing
them with or exercising, the commitments one is undertaking by making
claims, the norms that govern linguistic performances, and so on. (This list
is something of a motley, meant to correspond to the capaciousness of ‘do’
and ‘use’, a reminder that the concept picked out is still generic.) Sellars’s
model is that modal vocabulary says something that would be said more
explicitly in a semantic metavocabulary. But by the time his commentary
has taken back everything that it turns out needs to be taken back, not much
is left of that model. What seems right about the commentary, however, is
Sellars’s observations about what one is doing in making “first hand use” of
modal vocabulary: endorsing inferences. Insofar as there is anything to that
idea, the more natural strategy would seem to be to take one’s model from
pragmatic metavocabularies. After all, Sellars ends up saying nothing at all
about what one says in making first-hand use of modal vocabulary. Properly
understood, I think, his is not a semantic expressivism about alethic modal
vocabulary, but a kind of pragmatic expressivism about it.

As a first try at expressing the thought that would result from transpo-
sition from a semantic into a pragmatic key, we might try this: In making
first-hand use of (the relevant kind of) alethic modal vocabulary one is doing
something distinctive that could be specified explicitly in the right kind of
pragmatic metavocabulary, namely endorsing a class of inferences. The prag-
matic metavocabulary enables one to say what modal vocabulary enables one
to do. Such a claim does not in itself involve any commitment concerning
the relations between the content of talk about endorsing inferences and talk
about necessity and possibility, never mind commitment to their equivalence.
Notice, further, that counterfactuals that suppose the absence of concept users
are irrelevant to the assessment of this claim. For in that case there would be
neither endorsers of inferences nor users of modal vocabulary.

The claim that is on the table so far is evidently too weak to be interesting,
though. It does not carve out an expressive role that is distinctive of modal
vocabulary. For in making an ordinary descriptive claim one is also doing
something that could be specified in a pragmatic metavocabulary, namely
applying descriptive concepts, making a claim, undertaking a doxastic or
assertional commitment. And those, the Frege-Sellars inferentialist line
goes, essentially involve commitments to the proprieties of inferences. My
second suggestion for developing Sellars’s modal expressivism is that what
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is special about (a certain kind of) modal vocabulary is that it stands in a
special relation to descriptive vocabulary—a relation that invited its charac-
terization as ‘metalinguistic’ (with respect to that descriptive vocabulary) in
the first place. This relation is that anyone who knows how to use ordinary
empirical descriptive vocabulary (e.g. ‘red’, ‘square’, ‘moving’, ‘alive’, ‘elec-
tron’) already knows how to do everything she needs to know how to do
to deploy modal vocabulary. A variant formulation (closely related, but not
equivalent) would be that the norms governing the use of ordinary empiri-
cal descriptive vocabulary determine the norms governing the use of modal
vocabulary. In this sense, modal vocabulary makes explicit (in the form of a
new kind of claimable content) something that is implicit already in the use
of descriptive vocabulary. This claim about the expressive role characteristic
of modal vocabulary is vocabulary-specific. For not all vocabularies stand in
this relation to some other kind of vocabulary. In particular, there is in gen-
eral nothing that ordinary empirical descriptive (OED) vocabulary stands to
in this expressive relation.

An instructive parallel is with a particular bit of logical vocabulary:
the conditional. If Sellars is right that an essential element distinguishing
describing from mere labeling keyed to differential responsiveness is the
inferential involvements of the locutions applied (their “situation in a space
of implications”) then anyone who knows how to use descriptive vocabulary
already knows how to do everything he needs to know how to do to use
conditionals whose antecedents are formed from those descriptive claim-
ables. For to be able to use the descriptive vocabulary, one must make some
distinction (however partial and fallible) between materially good and
materially bad inferences involving that vocabulary. And that is sufficient to
introduce conditionals as having the circumstances of appropriate applica-
tion that if one is committed to the propriety of the inference from p to g,
then one is committed to the conditional claim “if p then g,” and the conse-
quences of application that if one is committed to the conditional claim “if
p then g,” then one is committed to the material propriety of the inference
from p to g. The capacity to use the underlying descriptive vocabulary can be
straightforwardly (indeed, algorithmically) transformed into the capacity to
use conditionals involving that vocabulary.

What aspect of inference is it that modal vocabulary is supposed to
express? My third suggestion for developing the Kant-Sellars approach to
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modality is an answer to this question. The key fact to appreciate, I think,
is that outside of logic and mathematics (and possibly fundamental physics,
though I doubt it),** in ordinary language and the special sciences, mate-
rial inference is massively nonmonotonic. That is, the fact that the inference
from p to q is a materially good one in some situation does not mean that the
inference from p and r to ¢ must also be a good one, in the same situation. If
I strike this dry, well-made match, it will light—but not if in addition all the
oxygen is removed from the room, or a sufficiently strong magnetic field is
applied, or....IfIlet loose of the leash, the dog will chase the cat—but not if
either one is struck by lightning, a bear suddenly blocks the way, or. . .. This
phenomenon is ubiquitous and unavoidable, even in less informal contexts:
differential medical diagnosis, the application of common or case law, or
philosophical argumentation. One cannot secure material inferences from
all possible defeasors by explicitly building their denial into the premises,
for the class of defeasors is in general open-ended and not antecedently sur-
veyable. Nor can one achieve the same effect wholesale by the use of ceteris
paribus clauses. As I have argued elsewhere, the expressive role of such
clauses is explicitly to acknowledge the nonmonotonicity, hence defeasibil-
ity of the qualified inference, not magically to remove it.”* (As I said in the
previous chapter, the technical term for a Latin phrase whose application
can do that is ‘spell’.)

The defeasibility or nonmonotonicity of the material inferences essential to
the conceptual contentfulness of descriptive vocabulary means that the use
of such vocabulary requires not only making a distinction (however fallibly)
between those inferences one endorses and those one does not, but also (as
part of that capacity, and also fallibly) between the collateral premises or aux-
iliary hypotheses whose additions one takes it would, and those that would
not, infirm the inference, in the sense that the conclusion would no longer
follow. That is, in order to use OED vocabulary, one must associate sorme range
of subjunctive and counterfactual robustness with the material inferences that
(at least partially) articulate the contents of the descriptive concepts. So, for

22. For reasons Mark Wilson elaborates in his original and important book Wandering
Significance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).

23.In Chapter 2 of Articulating Reasons: An Introduction to Inferentialism (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2000).
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instance, I might endorse the inference that would be made explicit in a con-
ditional by “If I release my grip on the book, then it will fall to the floor.” But
for the attribution of such an inferential commitment to me to be sustainable,
I must make some distinction between collateral circumstances that would
defeat the inference (a table is moved under it, someone else catches it, it dis-
solves in a puff of smoke, it is snatched up by a passing hawk . . . ) and those
that would not (it is Tuesday, it is slightly cooler today than it was yesterday,
my car has been moved slightly further away . .. ). Of course I might be wrong
about whether any of these particular auxiliary hypotheses actually would or
would not defeat the inference to the conclusion. But if I make no distinc-
tion of this sort at all I should be convicted of not understanding the concepts
(book, falling) that I am attempting to apply.

The principal vocabulary we use to make these distinctions explicit is sub-
junctive and counterfactual conditionals: “If the lioness were to be struck
by a spear . ..,” “If the book had been attached to a large helium-filled bal-
loon. . . .” Subjunctives let us express, explore, and communicate the ranges
of counterfactual robustness of the inferences we endorse, our commit-
ments concerning what would and would not defeat or infirm those infer-
ences. The subjunctive mood is a principal alethic modal construction. Talk
of what is and isn’t possible or necessary if . . . also lets us mark out regions of
monotonicity within the field of material inferences relating applications of
descriptive concepts. “If the patient has a positive muscle-contracture test,
it does not necessarily follow that he has malignant hyperthermia. It is pos-
sible that he has Duchesne’s dystrophy. If he has [genetic variant], then it
is necessary that he has malignant hyperthermia.” “If the wood had been
pressure-treated, it would not have split over the winter, but it is possible that
its color would have faded.”

On this account, subjunctive robustness is the generality or “openness”
Ryle found in the inferences made explicit by conditionals, and which is made
explicit by modal vocabulary, including the subjunctive mood. It involves a
kind of quantification over auxiliary hypotheses that would not, according
to the modal claim, infirm the inference or its conclusion.* (Frege’s account

24. Many everyday uses of modal vocabulary to qualify claims suppress the premises
from which the claim implicitly is taken to follow, and so court the danger of countenanc-
ing the modal fallacy that would infer from p and o(p—q) to oq. Thereon hangs a tale.
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of the significance of his Latin letters indicates that he agrees with Ryle.) The
kind of generalization implicit in the use of subjunctive or modal vocabu-
lary is what is invoked in explanation, which exhibits some conclusion as
the result from an inference that is good as an instance of a kind, or in vir-
tue of a pattern of good inferences. This is what was intuitively right about
the deductive-nomological understanding of explanation. What was wrong
about it is that subjunctive robustness need not be underwritten by laws:
modally qualified conditionals whose quantifiers are wide open. That is,
there need not be inferences guaranteed to be globally monotonic no matter
what collateral premises are thrown in, standing behind every local region
of monotonicity—every set of collateral premises with respect to which the
inference is subjunctively robust. Thus singular explanations, for instance,
singular causal explanations, need not fall under covering laws to be good
explanations. But they do need to involve some range of subjunctive (includ-
ing counterfactual) robustness in order to count as explanations, rather than
just descriptions of some event. It is because the use of descriptive vocab-
ulary requires commitment to inferences with some range of subjunctive
robustness that, as I earlier quoted Sellars as saying:

Although describing and explaining (predicting, retrodicting, under-
standing) are distinguishable, they are also, in an important sense,
inseparable. . . . The descriptive and explanatory resources of language
advance hand in hand. .. .”>

The expressive job characteristic of modal vocabulary is to make explicit this
implicit dimension of the use of ordinary empirical descriptive vocabulary.

A Modal Realism

6. This sketch of a program for extending the Kant-Sellars tradition of
modal expressivism raises a myriad of questions, some of detail, others
more substantial. Rather than beginning to fill in that sketch by addressing
some of those questions, I want to confront the ideas that motivate it with

25. CDCM $108.
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a different set of intuitions: those that motivate a robust modal realism. By
“modal realism” I mean the conjunction of the claims that

MR1) Some modally qualified claims are true.

MR2) Those that are state facts.

MR3) Some of those facts are objective, in the sense that they are inde-
pendent of the activities of concept users: they would be facts
even if there never were or never had been concept users.?

There are strong reasons to endorse all three of these claims. As to the
first, physics tells us things such as “Two bodies acted upon only by gravi-
tational forces necessarily attract one another in direct proportion to the
product of their masses and in inverse proportion to the square of the dis-
tance between their centers of mass.” I take it this claim, for instance, is
true. Even if it is not, I take it that some claims of this form, purporting to
state laws of nature, do, in fact, state laws of nature. Denying this brings one
into direct contradiction with the empirical sciences themselves. Supporting
such a position would require a strong argument indeed. For the empiri-
cal sciences are in the business of making subjunctive- and counterfactual-
supporting claims. That is, they offer not only descriptions, but explanations.
Indeed, the descriptions they offer are essentially, and not just accidentally,
available to figure in explanations of other descriptions.

The second claim is, I think, true in virtue of the definition of ‘fact’. A
fact, Frege says, is a thought that is true.”” He means ‘thought’ in the sense
of something thinkable, not in the sense of a thinking, of course. For there
can be unthought facts. On this usage, it is alright to say that facts make
thoughts or claims true only in the sense that facts make acts of thinking
and claiming true. For the facts just are the true thinkables and claimables.
Wittgenstein is appealing to this way of using ‘fact’ when he says: “When we
say, and mean, that such-and-such is the case, we—and our meaning—do

26. Of course, this is itself a modal claim, expressed counterfactually in the subjunc-
tive mood. That fact is not problematic in the current context. One upshot of the previous
discussion is that any description of how things objectively are implicitly involves modal
commitments.

27.In Gottlob Frege, “The Thought: A Logical Inquiry,” Mind 65 (1956): 289-311.
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not stop anywhere short of the fact; but we mean: this—is—s0.”?® On this
usage, if there are true modal claims—in the sense of true modal claimables,
or modal claimings that are true in that they are claimings of true claim-
ables—then there are modal facts. Modal facts are just facts statable using
modal vocabulary, as physical facts are facts statable using physical vocabu-
lary, nautical facts are facts statable using nautical vocabulary, and so on.

The third claim is perhaps the most controversial of these three plati-
tudes. But I think the same principle I implicitly invoked in talking about
the first claim underwrites it. Physics tells us that the current laws of nature
were already laws of nature before there were human concept users. And
although it does not specifically address the issue, it is clearly committed
to the claim that the laws would have been the same even if there never had
been concept users. Indeed, many of the laws of nature (including all the
Newtonian ones) exhibit a temporal symmetry: they hold indifferently at
all times. So they are independent of the advent, at some particular time, of
concept users. And one of the mainstays of physics over the last century—
substantially contributing to its distinctive conceptual shape—is the result
of the Noether theorem that tells us (entails) that this fundamental temporal
symmetry is mathematically equivalent to the physical principle of conser-
vation of energy.” Denying MR3 is denying the temporal symmetry of laws
of nature. And the theorem tells us that that means denying the conserva-
tion of energy. While there are reasons from the bleeding edge of physics to
worry about the universal truth of the principle of conservation of energy,
those considerations are irrelevant in the current context: they do not stem
from the presence or absence of concept users in our world. I conclude that
one cannot deny MR3 without taking issue with substantial, indeed funda-
mental, empirical issues in physics.*

28. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1953),
§95.

29. Cf. for instance Nina Byers, “E. Noether’s Discovery of the Deep Connection
between Symmetries and Conservation Laws,” in Mina Teicher (ed.), Israel Mathematical
Conference Proceedings: The Heritage of Emmy Noether (Tel-Aviv: Bar-Ilan University,
1998).

30. I offer a different argument for this same conclusion (not specifically for the modal
case, but for a more generic one that comprises it) in Section V of Chapter 5 of Perspectives
on Pragmatism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011).
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I am claiming that one ought to endorse MR1 and MR3 unless one takes
issue with the principle that philosophers thinking metalinguistically about
semantics and concept-use ought not, in general, to be in the business of
denying claims made by physicists, when the latter are speaking ex cathe-
dra on matters that fall within their professional purview. There are some
philosophers (Huw Price is one) who are both competent and willing to do
so—indeed, in his case, specifically on the matter of the physicists’ uncritical
use of modal vocabulary. But I am not one of them.

I take it that

There were no true claimings before there were vocabularies, because there were no
claimings at all. But it does not follow that there were no true claimables. In fact, we can
show that we ought not to say that. Here is an argument that turns on the grammatical
transformations that “It is true that . . .” takes.

Physics tells us that there were photons before there were humans. I read a lot about
them in Stephen Weinberg’s account of the early history of the universe, The First Three
Minutes (New York: Basic Books, 1988), for instance. So if before time V there were no
humans, so no vocabularies, we do not want to deny that

1. There were (at time pre-V) photons.
We can move the tense operator out front, and paraphrase this as
2. It was the case (at time pre-V) that [there are photons].
By the basic redundancy property of ‘true’, we can preface this with “It is true that .. ™
3. Itistrue that [It was the case (at time pre-V) that [there are photons]].
Now we can move the tense operator out to modify the verb in “It is true that .. .
4. Was [Itis true (at time pre-V) that [there are photons]].

This is the key move. It is justified by the observation that all sentential operators can
be treated this way, as a result of deep features of the redundancy of ‘true’. Thus one can
transform “It is true that Not[p]” into Not[It is true that p], “It is true that Possibly[p]” into
“Possibly][It is true that p],” and “It is true that Will-be[p]” into “Will-be([It is true that p].”
But now, given how the tense operators work, it is straightforward to derive

5. It was true (at time pre-V) that [there are photons].
And again invoking the features that make ‘true’ redundant, we get
6. It was the case (at time pre-V) that [It is true that [there are photons]].

These uniformities involving the interaction of ‘true’ with other sentential operators tell
us we are committed by our use of those expressions to either deny that there were photons
before there were people—which is to deny well-entrenched deliverances of physics—or to
admit that there were truths about photons before there were people to formulate them.
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1) If some crucible were heated to a temperature high enough to melt
copper, then it would be hot enough to melt aluminum.

is a chemical necessity: a chemical law of nature. It is a modal fact. It is mod-
ally, subjunctively, counterfactually independent of the existence of concept
users. If that is right, then descriptions of how things objectively are stand in
modally robust material (nonlogical) consequential relations to one another.
Another such is

2) If the sample were (had been) pure copper, then it would be (would
have been) denser than water.

Besides relations of material consequence, descriptive facts we can state can
also stand in relations of material incompatibility.

3) A sample’s being pure copper is incompatible with its being an elec-
trical insulator. (It is not possible that a sample be both pure copper
and an electrical insulator.)

Ways the world can be empirically described as being stand to one another
in objective, modally robust relations of material consequence and
incompatibility.

7. The modalities this sort of realism addresses are those invoked by the nat-
ural sciences and their analogs in less systematic ordinary language. What
the kind of modal vocabulary in question expresses is not logical possibility
and necessity, for the truth of claims such as (1), (2), and (3) depends essen-
tially on their use of the nonlogical empirical descriptive concepts copper,
aluminum, temperature, water, density, and so on. Nor is it metaphysical

necessity, which abstracts from actual laws of nature and other subjunctive-
and counterfactual-supporting dependencies that turn on particular prop-
erties things can be described as having.

The modal revolution in late twentieth-century Anglophone phi-
losophy had three principal phases. First was Kripke’s revolution in the
semantics of modal logical vocabulary. Second was the generalization, by
Lewis, Stalnaker, Montague, and Kaplan, among others, of his algebraic
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possible-worlds apparatus to an intensional semantics for nonlogical expres-
sions. Third was the introduction of the conceptual apparatus that led to
the recognition of the possibility of necessities knowable only a posteriori,
and contingencies knowable a priori, in Kripke’s “Naming and Necessity.”
It was this third phase that gave rise to contemporary analytic metaphysics.
The kind of modality to which both the modal expressivism of the previous
section and the modal realism of this one are addressed is relevant at most
to the second phase: the one in which modal notions such as possibility are
used to explicate the contents of nonlogical concepts.

There is another line of argument to the conclusion that commitment to
modal realism is implicit in commitment to a corresponding realism about
claims expressed using ordinary empirical descriptive vocabulary. It will
make clearer the relation between one kind of alethic modality and con-
ceptual content. We can begin with a platitude: there is some way the world
objectively is. How it objectively is must be discovered by empirical inquiry,
and sets a semantic and epistemic standard for assessment of the correct-
ness of our descriptive claimings as potential expressions of knowledge. The
question is how to understand the relation of modal facts (if any) to how the
world objectively is as describable (at least sometimes) in nonmodal empiri-
cal descriptive vocabulary. One might ask a supervenience question here,
but the line of thought I am concerned with goes a different way. It asks
what modal commitments are implicit already in the idea of an empirically
describable world. It focuses on the determinateness of the way things objec-
tively are.

To talk about how things objectively are as determinate is to invoke a con-
trast with how they are not. This idea is summed up in the Spinozist (and
scholastic) principle omnis determinatio est negatio. This thought is incor-
porated in the twentieth-century concept of information (due to Shannon),*
which understands it in terms of the partition each bit establishes between
how things are (according to the information) and how they are not. But
there are different ways we might follow out this idea, depending on how
we think about the sort of negation involved. What I'll call the “Hegelian”
model of determinateness insists that it must be understood as what he calls

31. Claude E. Shannon and Warren Weaver, The Mathematical Theory of Communication
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1949).
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“exclusive” [ausschliefSend] difference, and not mere or “indifferent” [glei-
chgiiltig] difference.* Square and circular are exclusively different proper-
ties, since possession by a plane figure of the one excludes, rules out, or is
materially incompatible with possession of the other. Square and green are
merely or indifferently different, in that though they are distinct properties,
possession of the one does not preclude possession of the other. An essential
part of the determinate content of a property—what makes it the property it
is, and not some other one—is the relations of material (nonlogical) incom-
patibility it stands in to other determinate properties (for instance, shapes to
other shapes, and colors to other colors). In fact, Hegel’s view is that deter-
minateness is a matter of standing in relations of material incompatibility
(his “determinate negation”) and material consequence (his “mediation”)
to other determinates. We might think of these as related by the principle
that one property, say metallic, is a consequence of another, copper, in
case everything incompatible with being metallic (say, being a mammal) is
incompatible with being copper. A property possession of which rules out
possession of no other properties, and has as a consequence possession of no
others, is as such indeterminate.

One observation we can make about this distinction between exclusive
difference and mere difference is that one can define mere difference solely
in terms of exclusive difference, but not vice versa. For one can say that two
properties are merely different just in case they are not incompatible with
each other, but are materially incompatible with different properties. Square
and green are different because they are incompatible with different proper-
ties: square is incompatible with circular, and green is not.*

32. The rubric ‘Hegelian’ here is tendentious, and liable to be alarming. More seriously, it
is liable to be unhelpful. For now, treat it as a mere label. I will say what I mean by it—give
it some content—as we go along.

33. This definition sounds circular, because of its invocation of the notion of sameness
of the properties incompatible with a property. But we can avoid this. Suppose we have
labeled properties (say, by real numbers). If an oracle then tells us for each label the set of
all labels of incompatible properties, we can sort the labels into equivalence classes, accord-
ingly as the set of incompatible labels they are associated with is the same. These will all be
labels of the same property. Two labels that are not in the same incompatibility-equivalence
class are then labels of different properties. Some pairs of properties that are different in
this sense will then also be exclusively different, if one is a member of the incompatibility
set of (a label of) the other.
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One reason to endorse this Hegelian conception of determinateness is that
it is required to underwrite what might be taken to be an essential aspect of
the structural difference between the fundamental ontological categories of
object and property. Aristotle had already pointed out a fundamental asym-
metry between these categories. It makes sense to think of each property as
coming with a converse, in the sense of a property that is exhibited by all and
only the objects that do not exhibit the index property. Has a mass greater
than 5 grams is a property that has a converse in this sense. But it does not
make sense to think of objects as coming with converses, in the analogous
sense of an object that exhibits all and only the properties that are not exhib-
ited by the index object. This is precisely because some of those properties
will be incompatible with one another. Thus my left leg has the properties
of not being identical to Bach’s second Brandenberg concerto and not being
identical to Gottlob Frege. Its converse, if it had one, would have to have the
properties of being identical to both.

Now one might deny that this categorial asymmetry is essential to the con-
cepts of object and property. A Tractarian conception of (elementary) objects

and properties makes do with mere difference. Elementary properties and
relations do not stand in relations of material incompatibility or consequence.
They are independent, in that the fact that an object exhibits one property
or stands in one relation has no consequences for any others it might exhibit
or stand in.** (All the relations of incompatibility and consequence hold-
ing between states of affairs in the Tractatus hold between non-elementary
states of affairs, and are due solely to the logical complexity of those states of
affairs. There are no material, that is, nonlogical, relations of consequence and
incompatibility in that picture.) In this context it is coherent to associate with
each elementary object a converse, which exhibits all and only the properties
(stands in all and only the relations) that the index object does not. I am not
concerned here to argue that the Tractarian conception of object is incoher-

ent or otherwise inadequate just because it has no room for the Aristotelian
categorial asymmetry. For my purposes it is sufficient to point out that the
Hegelian notion of determinateness, which requires acknowledging the dis-

34. There are both textual and conceptual difficulties concerning the status of monadic
elementary properties in the Tractatus. But the points I am concerned to make go through
just as well if we restrict ourselves to relations, so I will ignore both these kinds of difficulty.
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tinction between mere difference and exclusive difference, does underwrite
(is necessary and sufficient for) the Aristotelian point about the difference
between objects and properties (or relations).

A Tractarian conception of determinateness is one according to which
it is sufficient for properties to be determinate that they are merely differ-
ent from one another, and sufficient for objects to be determinate that they
exhibit some merely different properties. Tractarian properties do not stand
to one another in relations of determinable properties (e.g. polygonal, col-
ored) and more determinate properties falling under them (circular, green).
For the more determinate properties would stand in relations of material
consequence to their determinables, and in relations of material incompat-
ibility to other determinates falling under the same determinable. So noth-
ing like the structure—characteristic of shapes and colors, and of biological
taxonomies—of properties as falling into determinable families of exclu-
sively different determinates which are merely different from determinates
falling under other determinables is available in a Tractarian world.

The Hegelian conception of determinateness as a matter of standing in
relations of exclusive difference (material incompatibility, and—so—mate-
rial consequence) to other determinates, then, has at least these three con-
sequences in its favor:

o The mere difference that articulates the Tractarian world can be
defined in terms of exclusive difference, but there is no backwards
route;

o Objects and properties that are determinate in this sense exhibit the
Aristotelian categorial asymmetry;

o Properties will exhibit the standard structure of compatible determin-
able families of incompatible determinate properties.

It should be clear that to take the objective world to be determinate in the
Hegelian sense—so, to consist of objects and their properties and relations
in the Aristotelian sense, and for those properties and relations to exhibit
the structure of determinable families of determinates—is to be committed
to modal realism. For Hegelian determinateness requires that there be facts
about what properties and states of affairs are materially incompatible with
which others, and about what material consequential relations they stand
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in to which others. The determinateness of the fact that this coin is copper
consists in part in its being incompatible with the coin being silver and its
having as a consequence that it conducts electricity—that is, with its being
necessary that it is not silver, possible that it is green, and necessary that it
conducts electricity.”® Metallurgists discover these modal facts as part of the
same kind of empirical inquiry through which they discover that this coin
is in fact copper. A world without modal facts would be an indeterminate
world: a world without objects in the Aristotelian sense, and without proper-
ties in the sense that admits a determinate-determinable structure.

The kind of modality in question is that expressed in ordinary conversa-
tional language, and in a more systematic and controlled way in the special
sciences, both empirical and exact. It is the modality involved in claims such

» <«

as “No monochromatic patch can be both red and green,” “It is impossible
for a square plane figure to be circular,” “Pure copper at sea-level pressure
necessarily melts at 1083.4° C,” and “A mammal placed in an evacuated bell-
jar would die of oxygen deprivation.” These are not either logical modalities,
except in an extremely extended sense—though one not without precedent
in Anglophone philosophy of the forties and fifties), nor are they oomphier
metaphysical modalities in a Kripkean sense.

In laying out Sellars’s views I registered that he thinks of what he called the
“causal modalities” as characterizing the inferential relations that articulate
the contents of empirical descriptive concepts. If we go back to what Hegel
made of Kant’s views of modality and conceptual content, we find a notion
of conceptual content that can help us better understand how this kind of

modality can be understood as a conceptual modality. On this conception, to
be conceptually contentful just is to stand in modally robust relations of mate-
rial consequence and incompatibility (what Hegel calls relations of “media-
tion” and “determinate negation”). This is a resolutely nonpsychological sense
of ‘conceptual’. For it makes no reference to concept-use—to the application
of concepts by anyone at all. So if there are laws of nature according to which
some properties are incompatible with others (cannot be exemplified by the
same object at the same time) or have others as their consequences (if one is

35. Of course there are various provisos that would have to be added to make these
claims strictly true, since copper can be alloyed with silver, and so on. I ignore these com-
plications, as beside the point I am after.
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exhibited by an object, the other must be) then the world as it is objectively,
independently of the activity of any knowing and acting subjects, is concep-
tually articulated. Empirical inquiry is at once the job of determining what
judgments are true and what concepts are correct—that is, what really fol-
lows from what and what really precludes what. Linguistic terms can express
concepts, by being used so as to undertake commitments as to what follows
from what and what precludes what. But the concepts they express are in no
sense products of that concept-applying activity.

As we saw, Sellars insists that it is standing in such relations that makes
empirical descriptive vocabulary genuinely descriptive, that is, expressive of
descriptive concepts, rather than merely functioning as reliably differentially
responsively elicited labels. And we have seen that the sort of modal realism
I have been sketching has as one of its consequences that empirical descrip-
tive properties and states of affairs stand to one another in relations of mate-
rial consequence and incompatibility. So Hegel offers us definitions of what
it is to be determinate and to be conceptually articulated, according to which
to take the objective world to be determinate is to take it to be modally artic-
ulated and to be conceptually articulated. That is, it commits one both to
modal realism and to conceptual realism: the view that the objective world is
modally, and so conceptually structured, quite apart from its relations to us.

Together

8. The core of the modal realism I have just sketched consists of some claims
that express philosophical common sense: there are laws of nature, events
sometimes causally necessitate others, there is a determinate way the world
objectively is, and its being that way rules out (excludes the possibility) of its
being some other ways. These are commitments to which any philosopher
ought to want to be entitled. They should be contested only under theoretical
duress by exceptionally weighty and compelling arguments. I have elabo-
rated those core claims in the context of others that are not commonsensi-
cal, most notably that modal realism in this sense entails conceptual realism
about the objective world. The link between the two classes of claim is forged
by the Hegelian nonpsychological definition of the conceptual, as what is
articulated by relations of material (that is, in general nonlogical) conse-
quence or necessitation and incompatibility. I think this is a good thing
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to mean by “conceptual,” not the least because of the space it opens up to
understand how the sort of causal modalities investigated by the sciences
can be thought of as articulating the contents of concepts. That is a deserv-
edly controversial claim. Whatever stance one takes on it, the sense in which
I am using the term “conceptual” is, I trust, at least reasonably clear.

But what is the relation between this kind of modal realism and the modal
expressivism I talked about in the first part of this essay? There the expressive
role characteristic of modal vocabulary was identified as making explicit the
material inferential and incompatibility relations in virtue of which ordinary
empirical descriptive (OED) vocabulary expresses the content that it does.
This expressive role was distinguished from that of the ground-level empiri-
cal descriptive vocabulary, whose principal job it is to say how things objec-
tively are. There is no further vocabulary to which OED vocabulary stands
in the same semantically explicative relation as alethic modal vocabulary
stands to it.*® The core of this version of modal expressivism lies precisely in
the distinction it insists on between the expressive role distinctive of modal
vocabulary and that of vocabulary whose job is describing the world, at least
in the narrow, paradigmatic sense in which OED vocabulary describes the
world. Modal realism says that modal vocabulary does describe the world,
does say how things are. So are these two lines of thought simply incompat-
ible? Are we obliged to choose between them?

I think that the modal expressivism of Part I and the modal realism of
Part II are not only compatible, but that that account of the expressive role
distinctive of modal vocabulary is just what is needed to understand the
central claims of modal realism. The expressivism complements, rather than
conflicting with, the realism about the use of modal concepts. How is such
a reconciliation to be understood? The first step is to see that modal expres-
sivism (ME) makes claims about what one is doing in using modal concepts,
while modal realism (MR) makes claims about what one is saying by using
modal concepts. ME says that what one is doing when one makes a modal
claim is endorsing an inference relating descriptive concepts as subjunctively
(including counterfactually) robust, or treating two descriptive concepts as
incompatible. MR says that when one does that, one is saying (claiming) that

36. This is the expressive role of being elaborated from and explicative of the use of OED
vocabulary. It is what in Between Saying and Doing I call “being LX” for that vocabulary.
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possession or exhibition of one empirical property is a consequence of, or is
incompatible with, possession or exhibition of another. The claim that ME
and MR are compatible is the claim that one can both be doing what ME says
one is doing in applying modal vocabulary and be saying what MR says one
is saying by doing that. The claim that they are complementary is the claim
that an important way to understand what one is saying by making modal
claims is precisely to think about what one is doing by making them.

According to this way of understanding the relations between ME and
MR, the claims of modal expressivism are made in a pragmatic metavocabu-
lary for modal vocabulary: that is, a vocabulary suitable for specifying the
practices, abilities, and performances that make up the use of modal vocab-
ulary. And the claims of modal realism are made in a semantic metavocabu-
lary for modal vocabulary: that is, a vocabulary suitable for specifying the
meanings or conceptual contents expressed by modal vocabulary. What we
have here is an instance of the general question of how to understand the
relations between these two complementary aspects of concept application
in claims: the use of the concepts and their meaning or content, what one
is doing by applying them and what one is saying by applying them. I don’t
think we have a good general theory of how these dimensions of discourse
are related to one another. (I've made a first try at an analytic framework
in which such a theory might be embedded, in Between Saying and Doing.)
Looking more closely at the special case of modal vocabulary—a vocabu-
lary-kind of particular philosophical interest and importance—provides
a potentially valuable case study and test bench for approaching the more
general question of how to understand the relations between what is said in
pragmatic metavocabularies and what is said in semantic metavocabularies
addressing the same base vocabulary. Of special interest in this case is the
relation between the use and meaning of modal vocabulary in relation to
that of ordinary empirical descriptive vocabulary.

Modal expressivism says that what one is doing in making modal claims
is not the same thing one is doing in making claims using ordinary empiri-
cal descriptive vocabulary. For in the former case, but not the latter, one
is (perhaps inter alia) committing oneself to subjunctively robust inferen-
tial-and-incompatibility relations among descriptive concepts one is not in
general thereby applying. Modal realism says that in making modal claims
one is saying how things objectively are, describing the objective world.
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Reconciling these claims requires specifying a sense of “describing” or
“empirical fact-stating” that is broader than that applicable to the primary
use of OED vocabulary, but still sufficiently akin to it that the broader sense
applicable to modal claims and the narrower sense applicable show up as
species of a recognizably descriptive genus.

One broader sense that is available is that provided by declarativism about
description, which makes it equivalent to “fact-stating” in a very capacious
sense. This is the view that identifies facts with whatever is stated by declara-
tive sentences that can be used both free-standingly, to make assertions, and
in embedded contexts, paradigmatically as the antecedent of conditionals
and in the context of a propositional attitude ascribing locutions. I think this
is a perfectly good way to use “fact” and “fact-stating.” But in this context,
it buys modal realism too cheaply, and hence buys too cheap a version of
modal realism. For in this sense “One ought not to be cruel,” “Raspberries
are preferable to strawberries,” and “The value of Picasso’s Guernica does
not lie in its beauty” are all straightforwardly fact-stating (if they were true,
they would state facts), and hence descriptive in the declarativist’s very
broad sense. So this usage loses the contrast between description and evalu-
ation (which perhaps is no bad thing, but should be a position reached for
more specific reasons than the broad charter of declarativism offers) and
between objective description and subjective expression of preference or
other attitude. A modal realism worthy of the name should be held to a more
demanding standard for what counts as empirical fact-stating or descrip-
tion. I conclude that a proper reconciliation of ME and MR requires crafting
a sense of “empirical description” or “empirical fact-stating” that is wider
than the narrow senses applicable only to OED vocabulary such as “cat,”
“red,” and “mass of five grams,” but not as broad as the declarativist’s.?”

9. Before indicating how that might be done, I want to consider one way in
which the modal expressivist line of thought can be seen to be essential to
understanding the modal realist line of thought. Modal realism claims that
there are objective modal facts. One important species of modal facts is laws

37.Here I've run back and forth indiscriminately between description (or fact-stating) and
empirical description as the concept being considered. I think it is the combination that mat-
ters for modal realism. These issues will be taken up separately in Sections 9 and 10.
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of nature. Modal realism makes essential use of the concepts of fact and law,
but does not by itself explain those concepts. Modal expressivism does. As I
indicated at the beginning of Part II, facts are (at least) true claimables. (The
problem with declarativism is not its acknowledgment of this as a necessary
condition on facts, but with its insouciant commitment to this being also a
sufficient condition. We’ll see in Section 10 what more might be demanded,
at least for objective empirical facts.) Does this mean that there are no facts
that cannot be stated, that is, expressed in some language or vocabulary? I
think we adequately acknowledge the intuitive language-transcendence of
fact by aflirming that for any vocabulary, there are facts that cannot be stated
in that vocabulary. I think of this claim as a commitment, should you specify
a vocabulary, to being able to find some facts not statable in it. (I don’t think,
for instance, that one can express in the language of physics facts such as that
the stock market dropped yesterday, or that the Republicans’ unwillingness
to allow a vote on the judicial nominee was a strategic political blunder.) But I
don’t know how to understand a claim that reverses the quantifiers and asserts
that there are facts such that no vocabulary can state them. It might well be
possible to give some sense to this sort of wide open quantification over all
possible vocabularies, but it does not already come with one.

More deeply, though, the claim is that key concepts of the semantic metavo-
cabulary in which modal realism is stated are sense-dependent on concepts
drawn from the pragmatic metavocabulary for modality offered by modal
expressivism. One cannot understand the concepts fact and law except in a
context that includes the concepts asserting and inferring. For facts are essen-

tially, and not just accidentally, something that can be asserted. If one does not
know that it is at least sometimes true that facts can be stated, one does not
know what facts are. And laws are essentially, and not just accidentally, some-
things that support subjunctively and counterfactually robust inferences. If
one does not understand that Newton’s second law of motion implies that if a
force were (had been) applied to this moving body, it would accelerate (have
accelerated), one does not grasp “F=ma” as having the force of a law.*®

38. In articles such as “Abstract Entities” and “Grammar and Existence: A Preface
to Ontology,” reprinted as Chapters 7 and 6 of Scharp and Brandom (eds.), In the Space
of Reasons, Sellars develops what he calls a “metalinguistic” approach to ontological-
categorial concepts such as fact and property, which is much better worked out than his
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One concept is sense-dependent on another if one cannot grasp or under-
stand the first without grasping or understanding the second. This sense-
dependence relation must not be confused with that of reference-dependence
of one concept on another, which holds when the first cannot be true of
something unless the second is true of something. The concepts parent and
child are both reciprocally sense-dependent and reciprocally reference-

dependent. One cannot understand one in isolation from an understanding
of the other, and nothing can be a parent unless something is a child (indeed,
its child), and vice versa. But there can be sense-dependence relations with-
out corresponding reference-dependence relations. This is true of response-
dependent properties. Suppose we define something as hedonically beautiful
for humans just in case a human observer would respond to its perceptible
presence with a feeling of pleasure. One cannot understand this disposi-
tional property without also understanding the concept of pleasure (and,
indeed, of human). But the exhibition of this property by an object does

not require that there actually be feelings of pleasure. We can make perfect
sense of the claim that there were sunsets that were hedonically beautiful for
humans before there were humans. For to say that is just to say that if there
had been humans to perceive them, those sunsets would have produced feel-
ings of pleasure. And that can be true in a world without humans or plea-
sure. Similarly, if we define a planet as supraterrestrial just in case it has a
mass larger than that of the Earth, that concept is sense-dependent on that
of the Earth, but we can use it to describe a possible world in which all plan-
ets are supraterrestrial, and the Earth does not exist.

To claim that the concepts fact and law were reference-dependent on the
concepts of asserting and inferring would be to assert an objectionable and

obviously false sort of language- or mind-dependence of crucial catego-
rial features of the objective world. But to claim the corresponding sense-
dependence claim is not in the same way objectionable. For it is compatible
with the truth of the counterfactual that there would have been facts and
laws even if there had never been asserters and inferrers—indeed that in our

corresponding views on modality. Here, too, I think his basically Carnapian concept of
the metalinguistic is far too undifferentiated to do the work he needs it to do in order to
express the insights by which he is motivated. I discuss his pragmatic expressive nominal-
ism in Chapter 7.
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world there were facts and laws before there were asserters and inferrers. The
claim is just that one cannot understand what one is saying when one talks
about an objective world characterized by facts and laws (which is to say just
a determinate world) unless one understands facts as the kind of thing that
can be stated and laws as the kind of thing that can support subjunctively
and counterfactually robust reasoning. Modal expressivism helps explain
what the claims of modal realism mean.

10. Modal realism asserts that modal vocabulary is used to form empiri-
cal descriptions of objective facts. Modal expressivism asserts that modal
vocabulary plays a content-explicating expressive role that distinguishes
it sharply from that of ordinary empirical descriptive vocabulary. Saying
something about the broader sense in which modal vocabulary can none-
theless be understood as descriptive will further illuminate the complex
complementary relations between what MR says about modal vocabulary in
a semantic metavocabulary and what ME says about it in a pragmatic one.
Here is a suggestion: A broader sense of “fact-stating” and “description” that
is not yet so promiscuous as the declarativist candidate is defined by the dual
requirements of semantic government of claimings by facts and epistemic
tracking of facts by claimings.

By “semantic government” I mean that descriptive claims are subject to
a distinctive kind of ought-to-be (related only in complicated ways to the
ought-to-dos that Sellars contrasted them with). It ought to be the case that
the content of a descriptive claiming stands in a special relation, which we
might as well call “correspondence,” to a modal fact, which it accordingly
purports to state (and in case there is such a fact, succeeds in stating). In
virtue of that semantic norm, claimings are answerable for their correctness
(accord with that norm) to facts. The underlying thought here is that what
one is talking about is what exercises a certain kind of authority over what
one says; what one says is responsible to what one is talking about, in a way
that is characteristic of this relation as semantic. What one is talking about
provides a standard for the assessment of what one says.

What is the nature of the correspondence that the norm enjoins? The
contents of possible claimings are articulated by relations of material con-
sequence and incompatibility to the contents of other potential claimings.
These notions are themselves specifiable in a deontic normative pragmatic
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metavocabulary: committing (or entitling) oneself to one claim can com-
mit (or entitle) one to others, and can preclude entitlement to still others.
The contents of facts and possible facts are also articulated by relations of
material consequence and incompatibility to the contents of other possible
facts. In this case, these notions are specifiable in an alethic modal semantic
metavocabulary: the obtaining of one fact has the obtaining of others as
a necessary (that is, subjunctively, including counterfactually, robust) con-
sequence, makes others possible, and rules out still others as not possible.
Normative semantic government of claimings by facts says that it ought to
be the case that there is a fact whose content is articulated by objective modal
relations of material consequence and incompatibility that line up with the
subjective (in the sense of pertaining to knowing and acting discursive sub-
jects) normative relations of material consequence and incompatibility that
articulate the content of a claiming. If that norm is not satisfied, the claim-
ing does not live up to the standard provided by the fact it purports to state.*

Where semantic government of claiming by facts is a (deontic) normative
matter, epistemic tracking of facts by claimings is a(n) (alethic) modal one. It
is a matter of the subjunctive and counterfactual robustness of the concep-
tual content correspondence between facts and claims. The tracking condi-
tion holds just insofar as the subjunctive conditional “If the fact were (or had
been) different, the claiming would be (or would have been) correspondingly
different” is true. Insofar as this condition holds, there is a reliable corre-
spondence between the contents of facts and the contents of claimings. That
is to say that the inference from a claim about the content of a claiming to
the content of the corresponding fact is in general a good one. I have written
elsewhere about the sense in which deontic normative and alethic modal
vocabularies are two sides of one (intentional) coin. I cannot here pursue
this significance of this particular application (to the complementary condi-
tions of semantic governance and epistemic tracking) of that general (meta-)
conceptual complementarity.*’

39. The concept of propositional content as what is articulated by relations of material
consequence and incompatibility is a development of the Fregean metaconceptual seman-
tic dimension of Sinn, while the normative relation of aboutness between objective facts
and subjective commitments is a development of his metaconceptual semantic dimension
of Bedeutung.

40. For instance, in Chapter 6 of Between Saying and Doing.
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11. I think it is a fundamental mistake to try to do all the work done by
the concept of semantic government with that of epistemic tracking, as for

instance Fodor and Dretske do. What goes missing is the fine structure of
the crucial interaction between activities on the part of the claiming subject,
expressed in a deontic normative pragmatic metavocabulary, and how it is
with the objects and facts those claims are about, expressed in an alethic
modal semantic metavocabulary, and how the two sides stand in both nor-
mative relations of semantic government and modal relations of epistemic
tracking. It is precisely in these intricate relations that the complementary
character of modal expressivism and modal realism becomes visible.

When the two requirements of semantic government and epistemic track-
ing are satisfied, it makes good sense to think of the claimings in question as
fact-stating and descriptive. They purport to say how things are with what
they are, in the normative sense of semantic government, about. The actual
applications of the vocabulary in question, no less than their normative sta-
tus as correct or not, are epistemically responsive to and controlled by the
corresponding facts. The notions of correspondence, semantic government,

and epistemic tracking do not invoke causal connection—only subjunctively

robust reliable covariation. For this reason, they define a notion of descrip-
tion or fact-stating that applies equally well to mathematical vocabulary as
to empirical.

This is also evidently true of modal vocabulary, supposing we grant the
dual claims of modal realism and modal expressivism. For modal expres-
sivism tells us that modal vocabulary makes explicit normatively significant
relations of subjunctively robust material consequence and incompatibility
among claimable (hence propositional) contents in virtue of which ordinary
empirical descriptive vocabulary describes and does not merely label, dis-
criminate, or classify. And modal realism tells us that there are modal facts,
concerning the subjunctively robust relations of material consequence and
incompatibility in virtue of which ordinary empirical descriptive properties
and facts are determinate. Together, these two claims give a definite sense to
the possibility of the correspondence of modal claimings with modal facts.
If we can then say what it is for a norm of semantic governance to be insti-
tuted and the modal fact of epistemic tracking to be achieved, the descrip-
tive, the fact-stating character of modal vocabulary according to ME and
MR will have been made intelligible.
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It is a consequence of the version of Kant-Sellars modal expressivism
that I outlined in Part I that instituting normative semantic government of
modal claims by modal facts, and of achieving modal epistemic tracking of
modal facts by modal claims, must be an aspect of the process of institut-
ing semantic government of ordinary empirical descriptive claims by the
facts they state, and of achieving epistemic tracking of those facts by ordi-
nary empirical descriptive claims. For the essence of that view is that what
is expressed explicitly (that is, put in claimable, propositional form) by the
use of modal vocabulary is already implicit in the norms governing the use
of OED vocabulary.

Empiricism, in both its traditional and its twentieth-century logical
forms, offered a three-stage layer-cake picture of empirical inquiry that is
particularly clear in Carnap’s version. The task of the first stage is seman-
tic: to determine the empirical concepts to be used, to fix the meanings to
be expressed by OED vocabulary. The task of the second stage is epistemic:
to settle, on the basis of the meanings fixed at the first stage, the claims
expressed using that vocabulary that are taken to be true. The task of the
third stage is explanatory: to identify, on the basis of regularities exhibited
by the claims made at the second stage, laws governing the facts stated at the
second stage. The first stage is a matter of convenient conventions, the last
two of the assessment of empirical evidence—fraught at the second stage by
the potentially problematic transition from applying observational descrip-
tive vocabulary to applying theoretical descriptive vocabulary, and at the
second stage by the potentially problematic transition from observed reg-
ularity to conjectured law. Quine sees that separating the first two stages,
which makes good sense when one’s model is artificial languages, is not
possible when one addresses natural languages. There is just one thing dis-
cursive practitioners do: use vocabulary to make claims. Doing that must
be understood as at once fixing meanings and beliefs, language and the-
ory. Like Hume, Quine doesn’t think the third stage can be rationally war-
ranted—though this empiricist conclusion sits ill with his avowed scientific
naturalism. But modal expressivism is motivated by the same pragmatic
considerations about the use of vocabularies that motivate Quine’s recogni-
tion of the semantic and epistemic enterprises as aspects of one process of
empirical inquiry. As Sellars puts the point (in a passage I quote at the end of
Section 5): “although describing and explaining . . . are distinguishable, they



214 FROM EMPIRICISM TO EXPRESSIVISM

are also, in an important sense, inseparable . . . the descriptive and explana-
tory resources of the language advance hand in hand.”

Determining and applying descriptive concepts inevitably involves com-
mitting oneself as to the subjunctively robust inferential and incompatibil-
ity relations they stand in to one another. Rectifying concepts, determining
facts, and establishing laws are all projects that must be pursued together.
Empirical evidence bears on all of the semantic, epistemic, and explana-
tory tasks at once, or it bears on none of them. Of course, there is a lot more
that needs to be said about how this actually works and should work. The
multifarious ways in which commitments of one sort—semantic, doxas-
tic, subjunctive—bear on and can be traded off for commitments of other
sorts need to be investigated and explicated in detail. (I've sketched a story
about the next level of gross structure in the first three chapters of Reason in
Philosophy.) And I certainly would not claim that seeing how modal expres-
sivism and modal realism complement and illuminate one another clears up
at a stroke all the vexing problems in the epistemology of modality—even
when pursued outside the confines of the straitjacket of empiricism. But all
I need here is the general conclusion—which gives us confidence that there
must be solutions to those problems.

If that is right, then modal claims (and the concepts that articulate them)
exhibit semantic government by and epistemic tracking of facts no less than
ordinary empirical descriptive ones do. Far from being incompatible with
this fundamental modally realistic claim, modal expressivism is just what
is needed to make it intelligible. By showing how the use of modal concepts
and the use of ordinary empirical descriptive concepts are inextricably
bound up with one another, modal expressivism also shows itself and modal
realism as two sides of one coin.

Again

12. I have argued that modal realism and the right kind of modal expres-
sivism belong together. The tendency to understand views of this kind as
incompatible alternatives—to take the sense in which modal vocabulary
plays, as Sellars put it, a “metalinguistic” expressive role relative to ordinary
empirical descriptive vocabulary to rule out the possibility of its being also
fact-stating and descriptive of something other than language use—is the
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result of failing to attend to the distinction between pragmatic and seman-
tic metavocabularies. I think we don’t know very much about the various
ways in which what is said in these two sorts of metavocabulary are related
for various vocabularies they might address. In Between Saying and Doing,
I explore the expressive roles of various kinds of pragmatically mediated
semantic relations between vocabularies, a genus that includes pragmatic
metavocabularies, without saying much at all about the relations between
what they make explicit and what is made explicit by traditional semantic
metavocabularies of the Tarski-Carnap variety. (This was the only model
Sellars had available, Procrustean though it made his efforts to formulate
what I take to be his pragmatic expressivist insights.) One of my aspira-
tions in the present chapter has been to begin the process of investigating
those crucial relations by looking as a test-case at a vocabulary of particular
philosophical interest and importance: alethic modal vocabulary. I hope
the results will be of interest to those moved by expressivist intuitions con-
cerning other vocabularies: some kinds of normative vocabulary, moral or
aesthetic, for instance, or even (were we to follow Sellars in his metalin-
guistic nominalism about universals) ontological-categorial or metaphysi-
cal vocabularies.

I have finished my argument. But I want to close with a lagniappe, indi-
cated in the final word of my title. Why claim, as that title does, that the
result of this story is to put modal expressivism and modal realism together
again? Why should the story be thought of as recounting a reunion? The
answer I want to leave you with is this: It is because we’ve seen something
very like this constellation of metaconceptual commitments before. I started
my story with Kant, and that is where I want to end it. Claiming that one
should be a pragmatic modal expressivist (an expressivist about what one is
doing in applying modal vocabulary) but a semantic modal realist (a realist
about what one is saying in applying modal vocabulary) is, I think, recog-
nizably a development and a descendant, for this special but central case, of
Kant’s claim that one should be a transcendental idealist, but an empirical
realist. That is what I mean by saying that the view I have been presenting
puts modal expressivism and modal realism together again. Here, I think, is
a way of developing Kant’s ideas in the vicinity that is much more promising
than the one Sellars pursues as a rereading of the phenomenal/noumenal
distinction that I deplore in the second half of Chapter 1.
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