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Abstract: This paper addresses recent claims made by Richard Rorty about 

anti-representationalist theories of meaning.  Rorty asserts that a faithful 

rendering of the core anti-representationalist assumptions precludes even 

revised pieces of representationalist semantics like “refers” or “true” and 

epistemological correlates like “answering to the facts.”  Rorty even 

asserts that such notions invite reactionary authoritarian elements that 

would impede the development of a democratic humanism.  I reject this 

claim and assert that such notions (suitably constructed) pose no greater 

threat to democratic humanism than the alternatives and in fact are crucial 

to its maintenance and continuing success.  These notions (suitably 

constructed) reflect a meta-theoretical stance that I call “openness” that I 

believe lies at the heart of both democratic humanism and the pragmatism 

from which Rorty claims to take his inspiration. 
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Richard Rorty has done more than any single philosopher in recent years to synthesize some of 

the central themes of pragmatism into a response to realism in epistemology and 

representationalism in philosophical semantics.  He has made a compelling case to a broad 

audience that the appropriate goal of philosophy is not to “mirror” the natural world and that 

language itself does not serve such a role.  He argues that the ongoing development of 

democratic humanism turns on rejecting these traditional stances.  However, Rorty has pushed 
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too far in this direction and abandoned a number of elements that are crucial to the development 

of the very sorts of practices he claims to defend.  My argument proceeds with a discussion of 

anti-representationalism in philosophical semantics and how some key notions from it tie into a 

number of meta-theoretical stances in epistemology to preserve a viable sense of our place in the 

world.  In closing, I argue that a notion like “answering to the facts” that Rorty disdains is 

actually critical to the endurance and preservation of such a humanism. 

1. Anti-reperesentationalism 

Following Rorty, we may think of representationalism as a meta-theoretical stance in the 

philosophy of language on which propositional content is explained by those propositions’ 

representation of the extra-linguistic world.  The sense of “representation” here typically cashes 

out in some sort of direct word-world relation, either of correspondence or causal correlation 

with the things represented.  So most truth-conditional theories would be representationalist in 

the sense that they take each sentence as expressing a certain kind of content and our grasp of 

that content consists in knowing which states of affairs correspond with which sentences and 

when those states of affairs obtained.  Theories that emphasized compositionality and the 

information-tracking qualities of subsentential expressions (common in cognitive science thanks 

to Fodor (1975 and 1987); Dretske(1980 and 1988)) might be thought of taking the same 

approach through designation or information-tracking rather than truth.   

Anti-representationalist accounts reject this supposition that representation is the 

currency of content and deny that semantic significance must involve word-world relations.  

Instead, this meta-theoretical stance suggests that propositional content must be explicated in 

terms of intra-linguistic relations, functions, etc.  In the last fifty years, most anti-

representationalists have taken their cues from Wittgenstein and Sellars, who emphasized 

practical mastery of usage in terms of the inferential roles that sentences played in the larger 

economy of the language.1  While the anti-representationalists need not deny the existence of the 

objects and states of affairs beyond the linguistic realm, they will deny that any word-world 

relation does the work of explaining what makes for propositional content and semantic 
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significance.  It is the mastery of intralinguistic relations (such as implication and other forms of 

inference) that distinguishes rational, norm-governed linguistic competence.  For our purposes 

here, my allegiance (and Rorty’s) to anti-representationalism must go undefended, but we must 

look at the most serious problems that such theories face.  The immediate response from critics 

centers on the apparent lack of a connection to the world that would make our claims about 

something.  Without word-world explainers, critics will say, speakers are merely “spinning in the 

void.”  This charge has an epistemological component, as well: if the meanings of the sentences 

asserted do no involve some sort of appeal to the facts, then our assertions cannot amount to 

more than moves within a social practice and cannot achieve genuine objectivity.  

Rorty has rejected this line of criticism, not by offering a reconstructed notion of 

objectivity or representation, but by denying that we must answer to such demands at all. (See 

Rorty (1979, 1989 and 2005).) Truth and objectivity should not be our goals or requirements, but 

rather solidarity among members of our community on the values and practices at the heart of 

our way of life.  Truth, objectivity and representation were all hopes for philosophy at one point, 

but the lesson we should draw from pursuit of them is that they were unreasonable goals and our 

failures reveal what should genuinely concern us.  This demands a revision of philosophy into an 

engine for developing social practices in the Western tradition of democratic humanism, rather 

than an analyzer of the eternal features of the practices we embrace.  Philosophy should not 

reflect nature, it should generate new proposals for common sense and what we might become. 

Like any revolutionary, the fear of counterrevolutionaries looms large for Rorty.  He 

worries that philosophers like Brandom, Putnam and McDowell, who draw inspiration from 

common sources but reject his thinking on objectivity, will feed reactionary responses to 

philosophy that reassert representationalism or backslide towards it.  Rorty developed a position 

on which concern with objectivity should be rejected out of hand because it turns philosophy into 

a resource for authoritarian elements in society.  (See (1990c, 1998a and 1998b).) So long as 

there is something that we “answer to” in our practices, even if it is not a human or divine 

authority, we will be constrained in the development of our democratic humanism.  Its goals will 
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be subjugated to the quest to discover this objective, “real” nature of things and we will find 

ourselves subject to something alien to our interests as goal-directed practitioners. Rorty fears 

that invocation of such fixed traits can only serve to constrain the improvement of our practices 

and traditions by ossifying them in some current state or idealizing some past state and rolling us 

back towards it.   

I share some version of the motivation behind this objection with Rorty.  Privileging 

some set of practices or a certain state of practices and ossifying our traditions in that state is 

likely to serve the interests of authoritarians in the long run.  Societies are better served by 

allegiance to a more diffuse set of goals that guide revision and direct future action, coupled with 

a robustly self-critical stance in which nothing is sacrosanct and no holds are barred, in principle.  

However, talk of “answering to the facts” need not lead us into such a trap.  There are surely 

versions that would do so, but there are ways of understanding such an obligation without 

ascribing representationalist commitments to ourselves and without ossifying our practices.  On 

the contrary, I believe we must have some notion of this sort to pursue the goals Rorty describes, 

but that it is available to us without appeal to word-world relations as semantic explainers or 

appeal to an authority external to our social practices.  I am here to praise and preserve anti-

representationalism, not to bury it.  To secure this, we must spell out the sort of role that talk of 

“answering to the facts” could play for empirical claims if not to establish some set of word-

world relations for key expressions. 

2. Anti-representationalism and Responsiveness 

While the anti-representationalist pragmatism that Rorty embraces has roots in Kant and Hegel, 

it shares the anti-transcendentalist strains of Heidegger and the later Wittgenstein.  The 

Lebensforms we embrace are the product of ongoing contingency, not the expression of a fixed 

transcendental scheme or any sort of “human nature.” (See 1989, Chs. 1-3, 1990a, 1990b and 

1990c)  Democratic humanism or liberalism does not evolve to reach some ideal, it evolves and 

endures for its own sake.2  To say that it endures is not to assign it a life above and beyond the 

actual communities and practices that we call by this name though, and it is of paramount 
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importance to see that these ways of life are sustained and developed by flesh and blood folk like 

us without divine or platonic guidance.  Regression to other practices, or the complete 

destruction of those ways of life, is a real and persistent possibility, and thus the metatheoretical 

commitments we make are the means by which we sustain those practices.  However, there are 

several compelling reasons not to take these worries as grounds to abandon concern for 

objectivity and answering to the facts. 

Rorty’s position here is plausible only on the assumption of a certain independence of 

practice from the non-linguistic world, and that this assumption is one that pragmatists and 

democratic humanists should reject.  It presumes that we could have complete liberty in the 

goals, interests and practices that we adopt and that concern for them can be separated from 

concern for whatever lies outside their scope.  This assumption suggests that we cannot be 

rationally bound by anything beyond the space of concepts, and thus the sets of practices that we 

adopt are chosen or driven by their internal features, such as goals, interests and existing 

practices.  Rorty (1972) has been quite explicit in defending such a view.  He resists charges of 

idealism on this count by suggesting that his view is a type of naturalism, largely because it 

appeals to no transcendental or platonic sources, only to extant practices. Despite such 

reassurances from Rorty, his dismissal of these concerns has been much stronger than the other 

anti-representationalists’, and borders on the ataraxic skepticism of Sextus Empiricus.3  This is a 

stronger view than even the pragmatists whose legacy he has sought to extend.  While James and 

Dewey were the progenitors of the anti-foundationalism of Quine (1951) and Sellars (1997), they 

had no patience for a view as idle as skepticism.  We should not move in this direction either, as 

it presumes that there are no interesting notions of knowledge or entitlement short of certainty, 

nor any enlightening ways to think of claims answering to the facts short of reflecting it.  I 

suggest there are third ways between these options and Rorty’s views, and that we must consider 

an alternative that robustly engages us with the non-linguistic world, but without resorting to 

correspondence or representation as semantic or conceptual explainers.   
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There is a line of objection here that Rorty rarely considers.  Acknowledging that there is 

a space of reasons and that nothing outside that space can serve as a direct rational constraint on 

our judgments need not commit us to Rorty’s attitude of detachment from empirical constraints.  

The view that we must do so echoes the early modern conceit that the rational and the physical 

were separable realms, which led philosophers to Cartesianism, phenomenalism and the dreary 

results of those approaches.  One of the insights of the early pragmatists, followed independently 

by continental philosophers such as Heidegger and Merleu-Ponty, was the role of the body in 

social practices.  They do not develop in a void, but rather in the medium of the world as 

embodied practices.  Embodiment in this sense precludes the sort of independence of practices 

from world described above.  At the very least, we will find ourselves compelled to adopt some 

practices or commitments over alternatives based on the success we achieve with them, judged 

against their purport.  Rorty does not purport to offer a criterion or criteria of practical success 

that is itself entirely internal to our practices and indeed it would seem to be madness to suggest 

one.  Practical success and practical interests are complementary notions, and neither one defers 

to the other. If a theory, claim or practice promises to do X and it simply does not do so on a 

regular basis, then we have no business endorsing it.  To deny this is not just to deny 

representationalism, but pragmatism as well.  It is difficult to imagine taking up any activity 

without at least this much concern for its success.  The degree of that success is a matter 

determined in no small part by features of the world beyond the scope of our goal-directed 

activity, and thus any pattern of adopting practices that is concerned with the success of those 

practices will not be concerned solely with our attitudes in making those choices.  Indeed, I 

would think far more plausible accounts of our practical capacities would begin with unreflective 

comportment to the world only later coalescing as linguistic practices upon which reflect.  

It is frequently suggested that our criteria of success are purely internal, since we cannot 

articulate such criteria without appeal to some further set of social practices.  This objection 

presumes a false dichotomy though, between a purely social account based on no more than 

assent and a naïve realism whose account of representation is somehow more primitive than our 
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grasp and articulation of it. Neither option will do, but we should not feel compelled to accept 

either one.  The necessity of appeals to social practices in the articulation of criteria of success 

does not entail the sufficiency of those appeals, given that the practices themselves are properly 

articulated in terms of engagement with our environment whose conditions are not themselves 

based solely on assent.  True, when I ask whether the object before us is a chair, I must appeal to 

a set of norms implicit or explicit in practice concerning criteria for chairhood, and true, there is 

no representation of solidity or weight-supporting-ness that is not itself conditioned by further 

sets of social practices. But our mutual judgments and assent that the object in question meets 

those criteria are themselves responses partially determined by the interaction itself.  If the anti-

representationalist concedes this much (as she surely should), then the question is not whether 

we will answer to something besides our own practices, but how we will do so.  This is no 

capitulation to representationalism, either. Propositional contents are still to be articulated 

inferentially and word-world relations will fare no better as explainers.  All but the most purely 

theoretical inferences will involve us in patterns of goal-directed activity whose tokens are 

realized by embodied actions whose success is not merely a matter of communal assent. This is 

not to lose the world nor to passively mirror it, but to act in it.   

Here, we should note the intersection of epistemic and semantic concerns that arises from 

our concern with empirical concepts. Where we purport to “answer to the facts,” the issues of 

representation and warrant meet, as we purport to describe the non-linguistic world by our 

utterances and have the grounds to do so.  Representationalists have a ready account for the mix 

of semantic and epistemic concerns here in the traditional notions of correspondence and the 

stream of data we receive as an epistemic given from or senses.  Anti-representationalists raise 

the usual objections to these notions, though this also invites the usual objections that we are 

merely “spinning in the void.”  Rorty’s move at this point is simply to shrug off the worry, 

despairing of any hope or purport of doing otherwise.  If language is not about tracking the facts, 

in what sense can we be in an epistemic position to answer to them? In part, embodiment is a 

response to this.  It suggests that there is a type or responsiveness to features of the world that is 
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not a matter of confrontation with a world alien to our intellect, but rather accordance with it by 

having those features of the world support the realization of the rational faculties themselves.  To 

reject absolute freedom in the deployment of empirical concepts is not to embrace episodes of 

unmediated content (an epistemological “given”), or at least it need not be. We do not appeal to 

embodiment as a stream of the given, but to quell any lingering metaphysical qualms and to 

emphasize that there is a kind of responsiveness that is not simply the immediate reception of 

discrete data.   

Thus, treating faculties like visual perception as embodied suggests that our bodies, 

cognitive capacities and social practices co-develop.  As the development of our bodies involves 

causal processes largely beyond our control and limited by the causal properties of their 

constituents and their functional architecture, only a limited array of states will be available to us 

to be taken up in rational ways.  I cannot see objects as colored other than they are under normal 

conditions, nor could we currently develop social practices that demanded unaided sensitivity to 

the ultraviolet spectrum.  These bodies don’t make those things possible.  Conversely, the states 

available to us in this sense will not be data, pre-loaded with conceptual content, simply in virtue 

of their being produced in a fashion responsive to those features of the world.  It is only once we 

incorporate them into judgments and inferences that they become that sort of contentful state and 

therefore, they do not constitute a given.  One may thus contend that absolute conceptual 

freedom and the given are both confused suggestions, misreadings of Kant’s famous distinction 

between concepts and intuitions in representations.  No judgment is merely the result of direct 

casual impingement by the world, since even observational reports will involve propositional 

contents that are intelligible only as tokens that may be incorporated into the broader conceptual 

fabric of the language.  But empirical concepts also purport to a type of responsiveness to 

something besides language and practices themselves.  To abandon this much is to abandon 

empirical purport altogether, which I take it is not Rorty’s intention, or would be a deal breaker if 

it were. 
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Let us pause for a moment to consider what has passed.  We began with Rorty’s 

suggestion that pragmatists and democratic humanists should embrace anti-representationalism 

in their accounts of semantics and propositional content.  I have argued that there is a legitimate 

sense in which pragmatists and anti-representationalists can claim that we are responsive to our 

environments in a way that does not lead us back to representationalism and the epistemic given.  

If so, then there can be some way in which we are responsive to the features of the world beyond 

our social practices, and that this partially dictates the empirical judgments we may reasonably 

make and the claims we may take up.  In this sense, we answer to the world in which our 

practices come about.  What we must now consider is whether there are reasons that we should 

strive to “answer to the facts,”  and whether we can offer some account of how that might serve 

the goals of democratic humanism, contra Rorty. 

3.Fallibility, Openness and Social Coordination 

One of the characteristics of the sort of empirical faculties, concepts and claims invoked here is 

their fallibility.  Nothing puts us in a position to say with perfect authority that our empirical 

claims must be true when we assert them.  This is not to deny that we might be in a position to 

make a claim with such authority that the chance we will have to revise it recedes towards nil 

and ceases to serve as an apposite concern.  However, the general limitations of our faculties and 

the lack of a priori necessity to their results oblige us to attend to our own fallibility in epistemic 

matters, and this in turn commits us to the de jure revisability of all empirical claims.  By 

“claims” here I mean to include not only token utterances, but also the status of some 

propositions as members of a body of generally accepted commitments among members of a 

speaker community; I emphasize claims rather than beliefs to preserve this sort of public status.  

Most contemporary discussion of this point takes its lead from Quine (1951), who presented it as 

the consequence of a forthright empiricism and incumbent on those who would offer naturalistic 

theories of all stripes.  Similar positions may be available to those who have doubts about radical 

empiricism and naturalism construed as reductionism though, as Quine’s position turns largely 

on the absence of any faculty that serves as a source of incontrovertible token claims.  Even 
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those with doubts about the details of Quine’s program may accept this much, and I will do so 

here.  

Let us call this de jure commitment to the revisability of our claims “openness.”  What is 

being suggested here is not an epistemic rule of some sort, say, to count particular experiences 

under particular conditions as warrant for knowledge, or to discount evidence of a particular sort.  

Nor is this difference merely one of relative specificity.  This is more properly understood as a 

stance, or a standing commitment to do whatever future circumstances demand in order to 

preserve some facet of our practices, and conversely to avoid undue allegiance to other standing 

commitments.  Unlike familiar rules of action – “if X, then do Y”0 – it commits us to an attitude 

of continuing inquiry and an appropriate level of non-dogmatism.  Not all claims will actually be 

challenged, much less revised, but none is sacrosanct.  It will also not do to formulate this in 

terms of evidential conditions, e.g. “if evidential condition E obtains, then revise P.” Any 

specification of evidential conditions either imports the same open-ended sorts of commitments 

in new terms, or else runs the risk of gerrymandering itself to fit paradigm examples.  Grounds 

for revision are also the sort of thing that frequently take us by surprise, so we have every reason 

to doubt the completeness of any such specification of a rule at any given stage.  For instance, 

physicists abandon commitments to the existence of an ether after the unexpected results of the 

Michelson-Morley experiment, but only after much deliberation over the implications of the 

results that would not have been possible from the epistemic position of those working before 

those results.   

Openness is also a stance whose adoption and implementation necessarily involves social 

practices, not merely individual dispositions or personal commitments.  We make assertions and 

ascriptions of knowledge to an audience, who take the perspective of evaluators on our claim and 

dole out entitlement based on our support, either by evidence and argument or our reliability as 

reporters of facts. To secure a knowledge claim is thus to secure a social status, one that may be 

passed on to others under the right conditions.  When individuals or groups pursue warrant for a 

given claim and secure it, they effectively license its use by anyone without the need to repeat 
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the investigations that led to that status in almost all circumstances; entitlement is thus 

transferred and inherited by the work of defending our claims to one another and its public, 

social character emerges as a theme of paramount importance.  Indeed, distinguishing knowledge 

from somewhat justified but not fully warranted beliefs (however we draw that line) is the focal 

point of much of epistemology precisely because calling something knowledge carries with it an 

approbation and a license to take various actions in light of that status.  Nothing would drive 

truly non-social beings, if they could be said to have thoughts at all, to distinguish their 

knowledge from their habitual inclinations.   

This sort of inheritance of entitlement compels us to adopt openness on two fronts: a 

present sense and a forward-looking one.  Openness in this present-tense sense is compulsory for 

us simply because it better reflects the rational status of empirical concepts, which are 

0instruments to serve our comportment to our environment, not solely expressions of our 

intentions or whims.  To preserve a commitment to a claim or the present state of a practice, 

come what may, expresses an allegiance to form over role and subverts the purposes that those 

concepts serve.  As Quine suggested, we can do this if we really want.  But in doing so, we 

would be enforcing a conceptual shift beneath the surface that was incompatible with the 

concept’s being empirical as was originally presumed.  For instance, suppose that the late 

Renaissance concept of water common to proto-chemists of the time had taken a firmer hold.  (It 

was heavily spiked with alchemical overtones and virtually immune to theoretical consensus in 

the actual course of things.)  Claims involving “water” would be about simple substances or 

“principles” whose essential feature was their solvency, taken as an intrinsic transformative 

power rather than a phenomenon awaiting mechanistic reduction.  In this sense, other solvents 

were thought of as types of water, e.g. mixtures of nitric and hydrochloric acids were known as 

“aqua regia” or “royal water” for their power to dissolve gold, the “royal metal.”   

Suppose this assumption had taken firmer root and these features – simplicity and the 

power to dissolve – were taken to be essential features of this concept.  When faced with 

chemical procedures that showed the stuff before us to be H2O, that the various solvents had 
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other microstructures, and that solvency was explicable without appeal to transformative powers, 

proponents of not revising the concept of “water” would face some unappealing options.  First, 

they might stick to their guns on the point and insist that “water” was a purely theoretical 

concept, immune to revision by empirical evidence, and ruefully admit that there is no water as 

they would call it.  To do so would be consistent, but it would put them at serious odds with their 

own communities and ancestors on this point, and the absence of empirical import in this sense 

would make any such concept (and likely the theory into which it fits) a waste of time.  They 

might really dig their heels in and deny the larger body of empirical claims that seemed to 

compel the revision here, but assuming that body of claims is well-developed and integrated with 

the rest of the physical sciences, this will eventually amount to rejecting much of the rest of our 

empirical knowledge, even as that evolves with further revisions.  In either case, there are dire 

practical consequences, in the sense of efficiency and predictive power, from being too wedded 

to a particular claims and refusing to revise.  More importantly, such defiance seems out of place 

with respect to this concept because it does not serve the purpose to which the concept was first 

devoted.  Sticking to one formulation of it simply will not allow us to do what we need to do 

with it. 

In the forward-looking sense, openness commits us to establishing the revisability of our 

commitments not just for our sake, but for the sake of future speakers who may uncover new 

evidence.  Given the structure of inheritance alluded to above, the form that our conceptual 

commitments take makes a difference not only to present speakers, but to future ones as well.  

To ossify our commitments and make them unrevisable is to handcuff future speakers by 

saddling them with present hypotheses that may not pan out.  Where we ossify our commitments 

in these ways, future speakers are either left to embrace defunct empirical concepts that no 

longer serve their ostensible theoretical and observational purposes, or else to abandon any 

connection to what past speakers said by embracing wholly new concepts.  In either case, 

entitlement has been erased, either because they draw on useless concepts or do not draw on the 

empirical work of their ancestors any longer.  These sorts of problems will be familiar to anyone 
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who has thought much about theoretical incommensurability in the natural sciences, though the 

same sorts of problems may occur outside these fields.  Not even Kuhn denied that there was 

some interpretation and communication across the division between paradigms, though this 

required hermeneutics much more like translation of literature than the effective methods of 

logic or mathematics (see Kuhn 1990 and 1996).   

What we must have for even a piecemeal resolution of these problems to be possible – to 

get a sense of how both we and Newton can use “length” or we and the alchemists can use 

“water” and draw on one another’s entitlements – is the sense that past and present speakers both 

embraced the sort of openness concerning us here.  The disconnect that ossified commitments 

introduce stems from the discovery of reasons to commit ourselves differently in a piecemeal 

fashion, revising a commitment or a few commitments at a time, and a patent refusal on some 

parties’ parts to do so.  To rectify this, we must make commitments with an attitude of potential 

revisability; we associate certain things with a concept, we defend them vigorously, but we 

acknowledge the possibility that we are in error in doing so and might be compelled to change 

those commitments in the light of new evidence or reasoning.  It is up to future speakers to 

determine whether enough continuity remains to appeal to past assertions and defenses in order 

to secure entitlement for their claims.  Thus, we take it that some pre-Lavoisierian chemists were 

actually picking out water when they spoke of “water” and that we can take some of their claims 

as evidential for our own.  This is always a process done from our perspective and involves the 

ascription of judgments to past speakers that they never explicitly made (for they were never in a 

position to do so), but it is how we may stitch together claims made by speakers with very 

different theories and along with actual revisions of our own commitments, it is one way that we 

extract some cash value in conceptual terms from a stance of openness. 

To bring our attention back to Rorty’s claims and our response to them, I want to argue 

that the notion of “answering to the facts” in epistemology can have an anti-representationalist 

reading, and that it serves the role of expressing our stance of openness.  If openness is 

fundamental to any anti-representationalist account, so will “answering to the facts” be.  
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Moreover, the social character of concern for knowledge will require that we articulate this point 

in terms of the coordination of social action, rather than individualistic phenomena.  No doubt 

there is a danger here in too readily reifying the constraints that the non-linguistic world puts on 

our linguistic efforts, and proceeding from there to the view that propositional contents function 

only as a system for tracking those mind-independent phenomena, i.e. some form of 

representationalism.  If our aim here is to defend an anti-representationalist reading compatible 

with this epistemic demand, then we must guard against backsliding in these directions.   

Rather than attempting to develop a full anti-representationalist account of the sense in 

which our talk can be about objects and thus our claims about them ultimately constrained by 

some array of facts, I will lean heavily here on Brandom’s (1994, Ch. 8) account.  It is one 

whose general features I endorse and one to which Rorty takes particular exception, so it will 

serve our purposes well here.  To recount very briefly, Brandom suggests that the sense in which 

our assertions are about one object rather than another may be articulated by a regime of de re 

and de dicto ascriptions.  A de dicto ascription such as 

(1) Paracelsus believed that aqua fortis is a powerful solvent. 

contrasts with a de re ascription like 

(2) Paracelsus believed of aqua fortis that it is a powerful solvent. 

Where (1) includes a dictum (“aqua fortis is a solvent”) that the speaker in question would 

endorse in its present form, it is quite possible that the speaker would not endorse all the 

inferences from that dictum that we would endorse, or that she should endorse in an ideal sense.  

Thus, it is surely not the case that 

(1’) Paracelsus believed that a mixture of nitric acid (HNO3) and 

hydrochloric acid (HCl) is a powerful solvent. 

and it surely is the case that 

(2’) Paracelsus believed of a mixture of nitric acid (HNO3) and 

hydrochloric acid (HCl) that it is a solvent. 



15 

What the de re ascription adds here is the sense that we are not merely speaking of the various 

dicta that speakers would endorse, but of the things of which they say them, i.e. the stuff, nitric 

acid itself, and not merely the various signs or expressions or even concepts of it.  It is a mode of 

expression familiar to us from everyday speech, and serves as a way of clarifying and explicating 

what we take ourselves and others to be talking or thinking about.  The key difference here is 

that in cases of de dicto ascription, we are attributing a set of commitments to a speaker – those 

things she would have to defend in order to be entitled to the claim, inferences that she should be 

prepared to make, actions to take, etc. – while in the case of de re ascriptions, we are undertaking 

those commitments ourselves, while often withholding attribution of them to the other speaker.  

So we take on the commitments of asserting that there is something we call “nitric acid,” but we 

do not attribute those commitments to Paracelsus in (2’).  We could do so, of course, but the 

important role such locutions play here is allowing us not to do so, and thus emphasizing that we 

differentiate between the referent of someone’s thought and talk and the thoughts and talk itself.   

Now, Rorty objects to this portion of Brandom’s account (and by implication, 

comparable anti-representationalist striving for the same things), not so much for its details as for 

its spirit of enforcing the sense that we should answer to the world in some fashion.  But I 

suggest that this is simply a mode of discourse dedicated to enforcing the openness we have 

already considered.  An attribution like (1) can be made as a third-person report without the 

adoption of any of the commitments invoked by the embedded dictum, as we often do when 

talking about abandoned concepts, dead theories or badly confused speakers.  (Indeed, most 

readers will probably scratch their heads at (1) and (2) until (1’) and (2’) clear matters up.)  But 

the concepts and referents invoked in the de re ascriptions are very much live questions.  By 

making an ascription of a referent, we put our money down for the prevailing articulation of that 

concept and its place in future practices, but we must do so from an open epistemic stance.  To 

say that we answer to the facts and that we must sometimes speak of objects and not merely trade 

in moves in a language game is to assert that the inferential articulation associated with that 

concept and referent is open to ongoing scrutiny and revision as we develop practices with an 
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eye towards sustaining and increasing their success.  It is thus the expression of a commitment 

not to some present state of our discursive practices, nor to any particular state of them, but to the 

standing commitment to make practices work and not to ossify them by privileging a particular 

version of the inferential role of the expressions in question.  We are putting others on notice that 

no commitment in that bundle is absolutely privileged, and that experience might well compel us 

to revise any one of them. The sense that we are compelled by experience to revise claims and 

practices that do not succeed in the ways alluded to above should be familiar to us as the 

occasional glitches and breakdowns of empirical inquiry: actions do not succeed as we assume 

they will, observations conflict with expectations, etc.  There is a rich variety of ways in which 

these things may happen and a concomitant complexity to how we might handle each case, but 

the finer details of breakdown and revision need not concern us here. 

To speak of an object in this sense commits us not to the various dicta by which we 

express our inferential commitments, though any stage of discourse and thought about a 

particular referent will deploy some set of dicta, coupled with the exercise of our recognitional 

capacities, between which various inferential relations will hold.  Discourse is not about those 

dicta themselves (with the exception of metalinguistic discourse) but nor is the point resolved by 

appeal to a word-world relation as a semantic explainer.  When we speak of an object in this 

fashion, we always take something to be the referent of those expressions (or at least that there is 

one, perhaps yet unobserved), and this is always mediated by our conceptual and discursive 

resources.  But to deploy the de re ascriptions invoked here is to express the openness of our 

commitments to the present formulation of that inferential matrix invoking the referent.  We are 

putting our money on our present commitments, though we acknowledge that any one of them 

might be subject to revision, and we anticipate the enduring success of practices involving 

something like this present set of commitments.  The correctness of that anticipation is an open 

question, of course.  We might be barking up the wrong tree entirely and there may be no place 

for such concepts in future practices, as has often happened over the course of history.  Thus, it 

makes sense to say something like 
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(3) Stahl believed that phlogiston was released in combustion. 

but not something like 

(4) Stahl believed of phlogiston that it was released in combustion. 

The latter grates on us because we just don’t think there is any phlogiston, and this assertion 

cashes out in terms of the failure practices that employ the concept.  We cannot commit to it in 

the way that we can to other things because attempts to do so have failed so miserably in the long 

run.  Thus, both of these statements involve us in an economy of inferential roles and normative 

statuses, but (4) would saddle us with theoretical commitments that will meet with little success 

while (3) involves little more than a historical recounting of practices and inferential roles that 

are dead to us. 

4. Openness and Democratic Humanism 

Finally, let me say something about how this anti-representationalist account of “answering to 

the facts” would affect the humanism that Rorty purports to defend.  My approach here will be 

somewhat conditional, since I take Rorty to be defending a more conservative and traditional 

notion of democratic humanism than I would.  For instance, Rorty has defended a staunch 

division between the public and private realms, taking it as one of the most useful elements in 

democratic humanism over the course of its historical development; I would tend to disagree.  

While there is ample reason to assign strong prima facie autonomy to agents, especially in 

matters concerning their own bodies, long-range plans and personal relationships with others, 

treating this as a separate realm of qualitatively distinct statuses (as has been the norm in western 

legal and political life for the past three centuries) obscures the social dimensions of all human 

activity and has done at least as much harm as good in the form of absolute notions of property 

rights and the freedom to use one’s property in any way one sees fit.  Likewise, I am more 

sympathetic to pragmatist critics who argue that the democratic project needs a more radical sort 

of pluralism than Rorty’s account of solidarity would suggest.  However, I note these points 

largely to preface my agreement that a form of democratic humanism (even if a more radical one 

is preferable) is the inherited tradition of western philosophy, that from our current position we 
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should endorse it as the way forward and that we must preserve it from reactionary forces who 

pledge a superficial allegiance to it, but seek forms of authoritarianism that we should do our 

utmost to defeat.  In these senses, I am more with Rorty than against him. 

Responding to Rorty’s claim that answering to the facts invites reactionary forms of 

authoritarianism will require two parts: a deflationary objection and a case for the positive role of 

such epistemic stances in preserving democratic humanism.  The deflationary objection is 

straightforward.  While Rorty is correct in suggesting that this epistemic stance may lend itself to 

abuse, we have no reason to believe that it is so prone or so uniquely prone to abuse that we 

should dismiss it.  The sense that there are facts to answer to, regardless of whether particular 

communities do get them right, can surely have an ossifying effect, particularly when those 

purported facts concern human potential and development.  History is replete with ideas of a 

fixed and eternal “human nature” that have been used as the justification of authoritarianism, 

contra the goals of democratic humanism.  For instance, much of western European history prior 

to the Enlightenment is marked by the implicit or explicit adoption of a Platonist essentialism 

about human beings, their potential and the authority that may be exercised over them.  While 

this mode of thinking has less currency in contemporary western thought, we have no lack of 

comparable worldviews that espouse authority for some on the basis of supposed essences tied to 

gender, ethnicity, etc.  And Rorty is quite right to note reactionary strategies, particularly popular 

outside academic circles in American political life, that suggest there is a human essence that we 

have willfully ignored at our own peril, and that our only hope is to re-embrace and re-impose 

traditional roles and forms of authority.   

However, even granting all of this does not commit us to a rejection of all notions of 

answering to the facts.  Much of what threatens us here involves positing bizarre facts, 

impervious to empirical investigation and adopted only through question-begging assumptions 

and an intellectual insularity from the demands of openness.  This is not answering to the facts, it 

is talk with phrases like “answering to the facts” misused for nefarious purposes.  Indeed, one of 

the motivations for the larger pragmatist account offered here is that we have never found any 
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such human essence in a way that did not beg questions.  We simply have no such notion of 

human essence that both survives modest scrutiny and accounts for the traditional forms of 

authority and social inequalities that have driven many human practices.  To indict an epistemic 

stance because some misuse it is misguided; any stance, concept or practice could be misused for 

nefarious purposes.  Never underestimate the ingenuity of those with nefarious purposes.  The 

contingency that Rorty champions could just as easily be used for authoritarian purposes, as 

those in power augmented that power and insisted that a new paradigm had rendered earlier 

provisions “quaint” or “obsolete.” While Rorty has introduced legitimate concerns about 

reactionary movements in this way, they would only seem to imply a demand for vigilance, not 

the abandonment of our sense that our practices are tied up with a world whose features we do 

not wholly determine. 

For instance, much of the current debate in American education circles over the teaching 

of “intelligent design” in the science classes of public schools has taken on an overtly 

constructivist bent that appears to have been cribbed directly (though shabbily) from the pages of 

Kuhn.4  Advocates of ID frequently abandon any claim to new insight or explanatory power for 

their account and instead emphasize enduring problems for evolutionary theory that cannot be 

resolved by the theory in its present form.  One way to resolve the problem would be to posit an 

unexplained, unobservable, irregular, unique being and assume that all forms of complexity in 

the natural world not yet explained are the direct causal result of such a being’s volitions (though 

this causal power is itself unexplained).  Naturalists recoil at the suggestion, but one does so only 

if first moved by naturalism.  ID advocates suggest that their theory should enjoy equal time and 

the authority of any naturalistic theory be revoked, since there is no rational basis, obvious to all, 

by which the dispute could be adjudicated.  Thus, the case begins by assuming that all imperfect 

theories are equally and similarly imperfect, and concludes with a dismissal of the empirical 

concerns that drive scientific inquiry in favor of purely internal social features of the institutions 

in which the early stages of science education take place.  The monstrous confusion of that 
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premise is thus matched by the reactionary anti-humanist implications of its conclusion.  Kuhn 

would not have stood for this, and neither should we.  

On the positive side, there can be little doubt that openness in general is a boon to 

democratic humanism, in that it puts the interests driving a social practice ahead of the formal 

details of its implementation.  To put interests ahead of current forms of a practice prevents the 

sort of slavish devotion to tradition that undermines the success of practices and facilitates the 

expansion and improvement of practices according to those very interests.  A certain stability 

may be achieved by ossifying a set of practices in a particular form, but stability itself is at best 

one interest among many, with no apparent claim to priority over all others.  This also suggests 

the need to open lines of critique for interests themselves, since any community’s interests will 

presumably be a heterogeneous lot and part of the critical social discourse over our practices will 

therefore require reaching a reflective equilibrium on the relative priority of our interests and 

how they may best be mutually satisfied.  So goes the larger picture when it comes to openness, 

but why should we concern ourselves with the particular sort of empirical scrutiny that I have 

described in the first three sections of this paper?  On this point, we must remember the point I 

introduced earlier: practices and constraints on their success happen to agents in a world.  While 

the exercise of those practices is never merely a passive reception of pre-conceptualized data 

from an external world, nor is the successful operation of our faculties and those practices a 

purely voluntary matter.  

The empirical emphasis addressed earlier is thus merely the expression of openness with 

respect to the behavior of the non-linguistic world.  To the extent that a set of practices are 

realized by embodied practitioners, the success of that set of practices will turn on their degree of 

harmony with the non-linguistic world.  Defenders of democratic humanism are therefore 

obliged to consider such empirical constraints in the interest of their broader democratic 

interests.  Dogmatism and arbitrary redrawing of conceptual and practical boundaries to avoid 

apparent failures in light of evidence will not serve democratic interests in the long run because 

those interests include the exercise of human lives and capacities embodied in the world.  Where 
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we give absolute priority to our empirical commitments over an evaluation of their success in 

action, we impose burdens on human lives and potential rather than developing new solutions 

and approaches to realize them.  Just as surely as a fatalistic devotion to the empirical facts may 

lead us in reactionary directions, the preservation of elements of a way of life at all costs simply 

because they are ours will tend to saddle those in the scope of such practices with an untenable 

approach to their own lives.  In blunt, pragmatist terms, it just won’t work in the long run.  If this 

much is so, then there are no pragmatist or anti-representationalist grounds to reject an epistemic 

obligation to answer to the facts, and indeed there is the greatest urgency that we do so. 
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Notes 

                                                
1 The terminology here is more Sellars’s than Wittgenstein’s. 

2 It is thus odd to speak of democratic humanism as though it were a single thing or even a single 

set of practices.  There are salient differences between both contemporary communities and those 

separated by time. A more complete story of what makes for democratic humanism would 



24 

                                                
involve meta-theoretical stances and values, rather than specific practices, and I will offer some 

discussion of some of these as we proceed. 

3 I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this reading of Rorty. 

4 This point has been discussed extensively by Pennock (1999, pp. 206-210). 


