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The danger with a book as good as Jeremy Wanderer's introduction to the thought of Robert Brandom is that people will read it instead of reading the original. It is fortunate, then, that the book is extremely good; clear and well-referenced with regard to straight points of exposition and explicit when offering reconstruction, amendment or interpretation of Brandom's position. I have already privately recommended this book as a worthwhile guide to Brandom's work, and scruple not to make the recommendation general.

The book comprises a short introduction and conclusion separated by eight substantial chapters that divide the book into two rough halves, each with an additional short introduction. The first half, 'Sapience,' describes Brandom's account of what it is to have a mind. The second half, 'Inferentialism', gives a detailed presentation of Brandom's approach to semantic theory and challenges to it. Despite the section titles, the both sections overlap in content and theme, and the book is better read linearly from beginning to end.

Chapter one, ‘Parrots,’ contrasts Brandom’s approach to questions of language and mind to the Lockean one central to much contemporary work and provides a clear introduction to the idea of a normative social practice that is central to Brandom’s approach. Two key points emerge. First, to treat an utterance as conceptually significant is to treat it as inferentially related to other utterances (‘this is red’ is related one way to ‘this is scarlet’ and another way to ‘this is coloured’). Treating an utterance as inferentially related to other utterances is taking a normative attitude to it. The second key point is that the full-fledged intentionality characteristic of grown up human beings is a matter of being able to take such normative attitudes to things (being the subject of normative attitudes). 

Chapter two, ‘Rational beings,’ introduces the reader to deontic scorekeeping practice, the kind of normative social practice that could serve as a model for linguistic practice. One of Wanderer’s particular concerns in this chapter is to clarify the relationship in which the scorekeeping model is supposed to stand to the phenomenon of linguistic practice. Is it intended as a reductive explanans? a useful model? some other kind of explanation? He returns to this question in chapter four. Wanderer offers a stylised portrayal of the deontic scorekeeping game that reminded me of the parlour game used to introduce modal logic in Hughes and Cresswell’s Introduction to Modal Logic. Players ‘assert,’ make their commitments explicit, by placing sentence tokens before them at the table. Scorekeepers, other players, keep a record of these commitments and the relationships them and other components of the player’s score. The game so described is non-competitive, goes on without foreseeable end, and has no winner.

The main point of Chapter three, ‘Logical beings,’ is to show how the game can be extended by introducing vocabulary suitable for describing scorekeeping practice. This requires, for example, introducing conditional locutions as these make it possible to make explicit one’s commitment to the propriety of the inference from p to q. I could find no criteria for when to tell when our stock of vocabulary is sufficiently enriched to ultimately to describe scorekeeping practice, but the list is longer than a list of narrowly logical vocabulary in the traditional sense. Eventually, we will have a description of what structures a discursive practice would have to exhibit for its practitioners to take others to be scorekeepers. At that stage, the practitioners could do what we’re doing. Thus Brandom’s project will have achieved a certain expressive completeness (it describes what structures a practice must have for someone to do what MIE does). Once there, Brandom believes the difference between our interpreting a community of scorekeepers and their interpreting themselves dissolves. Wanderer’s presentation of the introduction of logical vocabulary follows Brandom’s more systematic refashioning of these ideas in Between Saying and Doing rather than the original presentation in Making It Explicit. 
Chapter four, ‘Us,’ returns to the question of whether the scorekeeping model is adequate to linguistic phenomena. In particular, it considers whether a practice that fitted the scorekeeping model would ipso facto be a practice of rational (sapient) beings interpreting each other (engaging in conversation and so forth). This challenges the sufficiency of Brandom’s account. Wanderer agrees with John McDowell that a genuine question remains. A Martian interpreter, for example, could discover that human linguistic practice fitted the scorekeeping model but still wonder whether humans were rational beings. Wanderer considers a couple of Brandom’s actual responses, concluding they show at most that that if human practices fitted the scorekeeping model, then, overwhelmingly, the most probable explanation of the fit would be that humans were rational beings, which Wanderer regards as disappointingly weak  (p. 89). He proposes, therefore, that we understand Brandom’s project as one of explication rather than reductive explanation. The explicatory project aims not to tell us reductively what linguistic practice is, but to deepen our understanding of linguistic practice (from the inside) by showing illuminating relationships among e.g. logical and normative concepts. Speaking for myself, reductive explanation is the only prize worth the effort. Given any phenomenon, there is a way things are with that phenomenon and the philosopher’s aspiration is to say how things are. That counts for language as for anything else. Language is not simply sui-generis. To give up the explanatory ambitions is to surrender the prize. But is the ‘weak’ response not exactly strong enough? McDowell’s challenge seems like a version of the Open Question Argument – given a supposed reductive analysis of some phenomenon, it is always an open question whether something that fits the analysis is an instance of the phenomenon to be explained – in this case, it is possible to wonder whether Brandom’s scorekeepers are really conversing with each other. The typical response to the OQA on behalf of the proponent of the analysis is that the analysis is offered as metaphysically necessary reduction of one phenomenon to another, not as an a priori one, so the fact that one can still wonder whether it is true bears not a whit on whether it is true. Exactly the same response would seem open to Brandom. He claims the rational structure of thought and language is deontic scorekeeping and that his model can be brought arbitrarily close to revealing the rational structure of thought by the addition of progressively more nuanced explicitating locutions to the point where it is overwhelmingly likely that the model and thought have the same structure. Brandom’s ‘weak’ defence is strong enough. 

Chapter Five, ‘Sentential semantics,’ begins the second half of the book, which concentrates on Brandom’s inferentialist approach to semantics. Inferentialism in Brandom’s sense is the claim that inferential relations among content bearers (e.g. sentences) are necessary and sufficient to convey propositional content on those bearers. Wanderer ably covers: Brandom’s pragmatist criteria of adequacy for semantic theory (and the advantages claimed for inferentialism in meeting these); the nature of the relevant inferential relations (which include material (not merely formal) relations of commitment- or entitlement-preserving consequence, and of mutual incompatibility among content-bearers, as well as pragmatic connections between content-bearers and observation and action (these last connections are important for securing empirical content and Wanderer also tackles the issue in chapter one and chapter eight)); the notion of preservation of normative status as a substitute for truth when it comes to assessing the goodness of material inferences; and finally what grasping an inferentially articulated content consists in. 

Chapter Six, ‘Subsentential Semantics’ explains how Brandom extends his semantic account to explain the meaning of individual words by exploiting (pragmatically grounded) anaphoric and substitutional relationships among expressions. Assuming we can recognise grammatical sentences, substitution of one expression for another can be used to divide expressions into different syntactic classes (two expressions belong to the same syntactic class when substitution of one for the other preserves well-formedness). Assuming a prior notion of the pragmatic potential of a sentence, substitution divides expressions into semantic classes on the same basis. Anaphoric relations are relations of inheritance of semantic significance between expressions either within sentences, or among the sentences of a speaker, or even among the sentences of different speakers (even when these sentences belong to different languages!). They are cashed out in pragmatic deontic scorekeeping terms. To take something to anaphorically depend on something else is to take the dependent expression to have just the same substitutional and inferential potential as the original. This feature is vital in knitting together the inferential commitments of different speakers to ensure they succeed in talking about a common subject matter, which is discussed in chapter seven. Anaphoric relationships also underwrite the input of deictic (demonstrative) content in the inferentialist setting.

Chapter Seven, ‘Communication’ explains how Brandom copes with the challenge that, because different speakers have different commitments, their words must inevitably mean something different, so communication can never occur. Of course, we only have the objector’s word that it does occur, but as Wanderer shows, Brandom certainly takes accounting for communication as a criterion of adequacy for his theory. If the meaning of ‘word’ is constituted by its inferential role, and if the inferential role accorded to ‘word’ differs from speaker to speaker, does that mean the meaning they give it is different? Yes. Does that mean they don’t both grasp a common concept? No, because one of them can use different words to express the meaning the other gives to ‘word’ (e.g. ‘lexeme,’ or more usually, ‘it,’ or ‘what he’s talking about’). Anaphoric reference provides a means to secure de jure common content across different scorekeeping perspectives and the idioms of de dicto and de re belief ascription similarly supply the means to discriminate between the inferential commitments of different speakers. What is picked out by the phrase ‘the meaning of ‘word’’ is only picked out by that phrase for one speaker-scorekeeper – contents are essentially perspectival and can be specified (i.e. put into words) only relative to points of view. This is, in effect, a Platonising move, but rather than identify contents with abstract entities (functions from scorekeeping perspectives to narrowly conceived inferential roles), Brandom identifies them with concrete scorekeeping practices. In the second half of the chapter addresses the question of whether the relativity of claims to scorekeeping perspective jeopardises the objectivity of content. I worry, in spite of the reassurances, p.120-1, about the determinacy of content on this picture, since I don’t understand how actual practice could have a determinacy not possessed by the inferential dispositions of the players engaged in that practice.

Chapter Eight, “Losing the world,” examines the fear that inferentialist accounts, employing word-word ‘horizontal’ notions, lack sufficient contact with the world to provide for genuine content. Here Wanderer’s discussion is really superb; subtle and careful. He distinguishes the ‘solidity question’ of whether linguistic practices are appropriately world-involving, from a further question, given a world-involving understanding of inferential practices, of what role representational idioms can play in understanding thought and talk. Wanderer describes Brandom as a global but not a local explanatory deflationist about reference and truth. He denies that truth and reference can be appealed to to explain semantic contentfulness in general, but allows that in particular cases we can use ‘true’ or ‘refers’ to explain the meaning of particular words. The chapter closes with a careful comparison of Brandom and McDowell on the extent to which inferential practices are subject to empirical constraint.

Wanderer's book covers just about what it should. It includes everything that had to be there and doesn't overburden the uninitiated with excessive detail. Most of the what's missing from this book really belongs somewhere in the wider professional context of scholarly debate of Brandom's work. Nevertheless, there are one or two small issues that could have been addressed without substantially increasing the overall length of the book. For instance, Brandom picks up a number of commitments regarding traditional philosophical problems and it would be valuable to know which of these are demanded by his programme and which aren't. He is a deflationist about truth (and traditional representational vocabulary such as 'refers'). This fits with his inferentialism, so it is easy to see it as a commitment stemming from the programme itself. In the case of other traditional puzzles, the inferentialist motivation for Brandom’s particular commitments is less clear. He also subscribes to the Sellarsian form of the justified true belief (JTB) account of knowledge (according to which attributing knowledge to a subject involves undertaking a commitment to a claim as well as attributing that commitment and entitlement to that commitment to others). Brandom says little and Wanderer says nothing about the famous Gettier counter-examples to the JTB style analysis. Is the JTB analysis demanded by the programme? In Making It Explicit, (p. 675 n1) Brandom appears to leave the reconstruction in deontic scorekeeping terms of amendments to the JTB account as an exercise for the reader. It would be particularly helpful to novice readers to see how the exercise is carried out. The worry for those of us who read Brandom's programme as a promising account of the nature of thought and language is that it provokes the suspicion that Brandom is offering a universal solvent or some kind of philosophical juggernaut that takes in philosophical problems and grinds out answers by formula. 

While he is sympathetic to Brandom’s programme, Wanderer tries to even-handedly consider objections and challenges along the way. Roughly, such challenges come from either of two directions; from the left, other neo-Hegelians most notably John McDowell, and from the right, mainstream contemporary analytic philosophers such as Timothy Williamson or Jerry Fodor and Ernie Lepore. My impression was that Wanderer says more to respond to McDowell’s challenges (perhaps he takes them to present a more potent threat), but that more attention to the other objections to the programme would not be amiss. Here are two important objections we could have hoped to see discussed: 

–On the subject of understanding inferentially articulated content (cf. chapter five), Wanderer might have addressed those critics, like Timothy Williamson (“Blind reasoning” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, supp vol. 77, (2003): 249-93 ) who deny understanding a concept can involve endorsing the inferences said to constitute it, since we can understand words such as ‘Boche’ without being willing to endorse e.g. the inference from ‘x is German’ to ‘x is Boche.’ Even if understanding does not require endorsing all but only sufficiently many of the inferences that constitute the concept, non-bigots will wish to reject all inferences in which the word is materially involved. Brandom’s suggestion that we refuse to use the word (MIE, p. 126) does not address the question of what it is to understand it.

–On the subject of singular terms (cf. chapter 6), Wanderer might have responded to critics of Brandom’s crucial claim that singular terms differ essentially from predicates in entering into reversible substitutional relationships only (the relationship is reversible given the substitution of a for b, when if the inference from Fa to Fb is good then the converse inference from Fb to Fa is always also good). Brandom is aware that this fails for non-extensional (‘secondary’) contexts, but critics question whether Brandom has the resources to identify extensional resources without appeal to representational primitives (see M. McCullagh “Inferentialism and Singular Reference” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 35.2 (2005): 183-220). 

But one can always complain that this or that important issue has been missed out. What is remarkable is how much Wanderer manages to discuss in just over two hundred pages. Overall the book is extremely good, with the last two chapters, in particular, being immensely helpful. Wanderer’s book is an important resource for students and scholars alike. 
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