W. A. deVries and P. Coates

Page 20
Brandom’s Two-Ply Error

Page 19

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1

Brandom’s Two-Ply Error

Willem A. deVries and Paul Coates

In his Tales of the Mighty Dead, Robert Brandom discusses at some length Wilfrid Sellars’s two-ply account of observation.  Much of Brandom’s discussion is pithy and revealing, but we would like to draw attention to two problems with his treatment of ‘looks’-statements that make it a less than faithful representation of Sellars’s analysis.  Furthermore, to the extent that Brandom falls short of a truly Sellarsian account of ‘looks’-statements, he also prevents his readers from appreciating fully Sellars’s critique of Cartesianism.


We will very briefly review the general outline of Sellars’s proposed analysis of appearance claims in section I.  In sections II and III, we discuss the problems with Brandom’s account, and in section IV we draw some lessons about how to read Sellars on this issue and how to understand his critique of Cartesianism.


I. The Logic of ‘Looks’

Traditional theories of knowledge were constructed under the misapprehension that all our knowledge, including our empirical knowledge of the world around us, had to be founded upon certainties.  Where are such certainties to be found?  Two thoughts are intertwined in what we’ll call the general Cartesian approach:  First, we know our own mental states first and best, because we have a direct and immediate access to them unlike the indirect and mediate access we have to anything extra-mental.  Second, appearances are what we know for certain, because even if I am mistaken that there is some red physical object before me, I cannot be mistaken that something looks or appears red to me.  Claims about appearances are incorrigible.  


These two thoughts were not always distinguished, much less disentangled, among the classical theorists, so it was often assumed that they coincide, because appearances are mental states that we can grasp immediately and directly.  In classical empiricist thought it became virtually axiomatic that we can and do grasp appearances independently of and prior to our grasp of anything external to the mind, and that whatever grasp we have of external reality is based on and derived from our independent knowledge of appearances.  Sellars’s treatment of appearance claims is aimed at destroying this nexus of assumptions.


It does this by, first, destroying the notion that appearances are special kinds of objects of knowledge, and, second, giving us a way to understand such claims that frees us from the picture that their certainty is to be accounted for as a result of their immediacy or internality. How does it accomplish these tasks?  Sellars ultimately offers us what Brandom terms a “two-ply” account of observational knowledge.  That is, in order for an utterance of a sentence to express observation knowledge, Sellars tells us, it must be (1) a reliable symptom of the state of affairs it reports, and (2) known to be such by the reporter.   In Brandom’s idiolect, the production of the sentence must be the result of a reliable differential responsive disposition to the environmental stimuli, and “[i]t must be a committing oneself to a content that can both serve as and stand in need of reasons, that is, that can play the role both of premise and of conclusion in inferences” (Brandom, 2-Ply: 351). 


The notion of observational knowledge, then, involves two distinguishable aspects or “moments,” as Hegel might call them.  The propositional content of one’s experience is, as Sellars puts it, “wrung” from one by one’s encounter with the world (EPM §16bis in SPR: 144; in KMG: 223; in B:  40), but, as reflective, epistemically sensitive (or, as Brandom would say, sapient) creatures, we can—ultimately, must—adopt a normative stance toward that content, endorsing it or withholding endorsement to some degree.  Sellars employs this understanding of observational knowledge in his analysis of appearance locutions.  He argues that we should understand “appears,” “looks,” and related terms as a kind of operator that registers our unwillingness to endorse the propositional content of the relevant experience.  Because such terms function as a kind of sentential operator, there is no good reason to think that appearances are a special kind of object—appearance talk functions as a modifier of the epistemic status of our normal physical object talk, not as talk about a different, perhaps even nonphysical, realm of being.  The certainty of appearance claims is accounted for, not by the immediacy of our relation to or the internality of such objects, but simply in virtue of the fact that, by withholding endorsement of the propositional content of the relevant experience, there is less at stake in them, less at risk:  in most cases, sincere utterance of such a sentence is adequate evidence of its truth.


By offering us a different understanding of appearances and appearance statements, Sellars hopes to liberate us from a picture, from a nexus of assumptions, that makes our access to physical objects not only problematic, but probably unjustifiable.   We have not yet gone into the details of Sellars’s treatment of “looks” talk, because it is in the details of his interpretation of Sellars’s analysis of appearance statements that Brandom goes awry, and we will bring out the detailed structure of Sellars’s analysis in our discussion of Brandom’s errors.


It will, however, be useful for our argument to note at this stage that, according to Sellars, there is a further dimension to experience, one that gets short shrift on Brandom’s account.  In addition to the propositional content of experience, there is a further sensory (or phenomenal) nonconceptual component.  As Sellars argues, ‘seeing something is green is not merely the occurrence of [a] propositional claim’ (EPM §16bis, in SPR: 144; in KMG: 223; in B:  40).  There is ‘something more’ that philosophers have in mind when speaking of the sensory aspect of experience as a ‘sense impression’ or an ‘immediate experience’.   Sellars interprets the sensory component of experience as an inner state of the subject, and in these parts of EPM refers to it as the ‘descriptive content’ of experience (EPM §22, in SPR: 151; in KMG: 231; in B:  50).   What is important for Sellars is the fact that the inner sensory state is not, in ordinary perception, the focus of our attention.  In the standard case, the sensory component of experience gives rise, without inference, to observational claims about the physical objects in our surroundings.  Sensory states are not objects of perceptual knowledge.  The exact logical status of these sensory states, and the presuppositions incurred through our being able to refer to them, are problems that Sellars is concerned with throughout EPM.


II. Being Red vs. Seeing Red

We discuss first a central problem with Brandom’s reading of Sellars that shows up in section III of Brandom’s chapter.   There Brandom claims that Sellars finds his two-ply analysis of looks statements to be supported by its ability “to explain features of appearance talk that are mysterious on the contrasting cartesian approach” (Brandom, 2-Ply: 357-58).  Brandom then lists three sentences:


(i) 
The apple over there is red.


(ii) 
The apple over there looks red.


(iii)
It looks as though there were a red apple over there.

He claims that “[u]tterances of these sentences can express the same responsive dispositions to report the presence of a red apple, but they endorse (take responsibility for the inferential consequences of) different parts of that claim” (Brandom, 2-Ply: 358).  So, in Brandom’s view, (i)-(iii) are identical in content, but differ in the endorsement of that content.


Sellars himself presents a list that might seem similar in §22 of EPM:



(a) Seeing that x, over there, is red



(b) Its looking to one that x, over there, is red

(c) Its looking to one as though there were a red object over there (EPM, §22, in SPR: 151; in KMG: 230; in B:  49-50).

It is for our purposes unimportant that Sellars’s list is a list of gerundial clauses, not sentences, which he describes as themselves descriptive of three different situations that nonetheless have something important in common.  There is another, philosophically important difference between Brandom’s and Sellars’s list.  In Brandom’s list, the first sentence is a straightforward physical object claim; in Sellars’s list, the first situation described is not the state of some mere physical object, but an experiential, indeed an observational state of a person.  


As Brandom points out, one of the goals Sellars has in mind in Parts III and IV of EPM is to argue that being red is conceptually prior to looking red, that is, that it is possible to have a conception of something’s being red without having the conception of something’s looking red, but not vice versa.  Notice that Brandom’s list makes it hard to see how Sellars could hope to accomplish this, for in his list being-red and looking-red both show up as elements of a series of sentences, which sentences contrast with each other along one dimension that is not adequate to support a claim of conceptual priority for one element overagainst the others.   In order to make the claim that being-red is conceptually prior to looking-red, Sellars needs not only to distinguish different forms of “looks” claims, he must have in mind a different and stronger contrast between “looks” claims and “is” claims.


And indeed, that is just what we find in Sellars.  In the orthodox Sellarsian view, a sentence such as


(1) 
There is a red object over there

often functions as a base-level observation report, the kind of thing that our linguistic training gives us reliable differential responsive dispositions to produce when confronted with something red in normal conditions (and that we will produce under abnormal conditions even when nothing red is there).  An utterance of such a sentence makes no claim about anyone’s experience.

In contrast, the claim


(2)
I see there is a red object over there

is on a higher level:  it makes a claim about my experience.  It is on a “higher” level at very least, because it is a complex sentence that contains (1) as a proper part.  But it is also significantly more complex conceptually, since it contains the concept of seeing something, a concept of a kind of experience.  In Sellars’s view, the statements


(3)
 The object over there looks red to me

and


(4)
It looks to me as if there is a red object over there

are also claims at this higher level to the effect that I am having a certain kind of experience.  That they are at this higher level, like claims about seeing, may be masked by their surface grammar, but that should not fool us.


On Brandom’s account, it appears as if Sellars is merely concerned with a difference between levels of endorsement, not a difference between claims about physical objects and claims about experiences.   But from different levels of endorsement, there is no argument that will establish the conceptual priority of being-red over looking-red.  Considerations of endorsement are present in any claims we make about observational experience, so it would not make good sense to claim that different levels of endorsement could establish such a conceptual priority.  The differences in level of endorsement necessarily coordinate contrastively with each other. 


(1) does not show up in Sellars’s list, because he thinks it, as a physical object statement, is distinctly different from the three expressions he lists.
In Sellars’s list, the case to which lookings are contrasted is not a base-level physical object claim, but a higher level claim about an observation, in this case a seeing, which itself includes a propositional claim about a physical object.  A sentence such as


(3)
 The object over there looks red to me

is not at the same level as the base-level observation report.  It is, in Sellars’s view, an essentially more complex claim, on the same level as 


(2)
I see there is a red object over there.

It is essentially more complex than the base-level observation report because it contains an implicit reference to and attribution of an experience to someone.


Now the suggestion I wish to make is, in its simplest terms, that the statement ‘X looks green to Jones’ differs from ‘Jones sees that x is green’ in that whereas the latter both ascribes a propositional claim to Jones’s experience and endorses it, the former ascribes the claim but does not endorse it. . . .  Notice that I will only say ‘I see that x is green’ (as opposed to ‘X is green’) when the question ‘to endorse or not to endorse’ has come up.  ‘I see that x is green’ belongs, so to speak, on the same level as ‘X looks greens’ and ‘X merely looks green’ (EPM §16bis, in SPR: 145; in KMG: 223-24; in B: 40-41). 

For Sellars, looking and seeing are on the same level, not looking and being, and this is part of his answer to the old problem of Appearance and Reality.  Being red is conceptually prior to looking red for the same kind of reason that it is prior to seeing red:  looking and seeing are conceptually complex states that presuppose someone’s having an experience that makes a claim about reality, about what is.  Brandom’s list and his discussion of it loses this important Sellarsian insight. 


III. Looks and Reports

Brandom's other misconstrual of Sellars is related to his failure to distinguish base-level observation reports about physical objects from more complex statements about our experience.  Brandom incorrectly denies that “looks”-statements are reports in any sense. 


Let's take a moment to get clear on Sellars's notion of a report.  Report is, in his view, an epistemologically functional kind.  That something is a report is not determined simply by its syntax, nor, in fact, by its semantics alone.  Reports are those sentences we produce as actualizations of our linguistic reliable differential responsive dispositions, those declarative sentences descriptive of ourselves or our environment that are "wrung" from us by the world, and provide the de facto beginning points of our inferential activity.  They are noninferential descriptive or declarative responses to the world that, once one has learned one’s language properly, tend to be true in standard conditions.  It is, of course, important to a report that it be truth-evaluable, for it is its tendency to be true when evoked in standard conditions that gives reports their epistemic efficacy, their ability to support other claims.


Sellars uses the neutral vocabulary of reports in the early parts of EPM, rather than talking about observation beliefs, because he has not yet revealed his analysis of mentalistic language, which is the topic of the later parts of EPM, and he does not want to appear to beg questions for or against Cartesians by employing such mentalistic language.


Brandom’s interpretation of “looks”-statements is relatively succinct:


The idea is that where collateral beliefs indicate that systematic error is likely, the subject learns not to make the report ‘x is ’, to which his previously inculcated responsive dispositions incline him, but to make a new kind of claim:  ‘x looks (or seems)  ‘.  The cartesian temptation is to take this as a new kind of report.  This report then is naturally thought of as reporting a minimal, noninferentially ascertainable, foundationally basic item, an appearing, about which each subject is incorrigible.  Sellars’s claim is that it is a mistake to treat these as reports at all—since they evince a disposition to call something  but do not do so.  They do not even report the presence of the disposition—that is, they are not ways of saying that one has that disposition (Brandom, 2-Ply: 356).  

Elsewhere, Brandom reaffirms the thesis that looks-statements are not reports:

Since asserting ‘X looks ’ is not undertaking a propositionally contentful commitment—but only expressing an overrideable disposition to do so—there is no issue as to whether or not that commitment (which one?) is correct. . . . [T]he incorrigibility of claims about how thing merely look simply reflects their emptiness: the fact that they are not really claims at all. (Brandom, 2-Ply: 357). 

The astute reader will have noticed a problem looming for Brandom.  In the quotation from p. 356, he asserts that looks-statements are a “new kind of claim,” different from observation reports about the properties of physical objects.  In the quotation from p. 357, Brandom asserts that looks-statements “are not really claims at all.”  He cannot have it both ways. 


The dialectical situation is slightly complicated by the fact that, whereas Brandom speaks of the subject’s use of expressions of the form “looks-N,” Sellars speaks of the experiences and the common propositional content they involve, including experiences that it is appropriate to characterize by reference to “looking-N.”  Nevertheless, it seems fairly obvious to us that Brandom goes too far in asserting that ‘X looks ’ does not undertake a propositionally contentful commitment, that it does not even make a claim.  His assertion near enough contradicts Sellars’s own claim that:

The propositional content of these three experiences is, of course, but a part of that to which we are logically committed by characterizing them as situations of these three kinds ….[as a seeing that x over there, is red, its looking to one as though x over there were red, … etc] (EPM §22, in SPR: 151; in KMG:  230-1; in B: 50).

Good reasons can be provided for taking the relevant “looks” claims to be reports.  For one thing, ‘X looks ’ is truth-evaluable.   There may not be many cases where people give it an apparently reporting use and it is false, but it is clearly a statement that is capable of both truth and falsity.  Suppose a student of perceptual psychology misdescribes the conditions for one of the classical perceptual illusions, “Under conditions C1 . . .Cn, x looks ”.  What the student says is false; it is equivalent to a conditional “If C1 . . .Cn, then x looks ” which is false because when the antecedent is true, the consequent is false.  Such occurrence inside a conditional is not a reporting use of the sentence, but it surely shows that such sentences do make claims or propositionally contentful commitments.
  We also utilize appearance statements in our reasonings, such as:  ‘it looks scarlet, therefore it looks red’, or in more sophisticated reasonings:  “That alley looks dangerous (or too narrow), you’d better not go that way.”  If looks-statements made no claims at all, such sequences would be unintelligible, or, at least, we couldn’t see them as reasonings.  Nor could they be germanely responded to by saying, e.g., “No, I’ve been this way many times before, there’s no problem.”  Denying that appearance-statements are claims makes hash out of their role in our mental life.


But if it is clear that looks-statements are claims, then it seems to follow that they are claims about something.  And what is it that a looks-statement makes a claim about?  As Brandom points out on p. 356, looks-statements are clearly not reports of or claims about dispositions that we have.  But since Brandom does not seem to notice that looks-claims are at a different level than is-claims, it may be that Brandom makes the mistake of denying that such statements are claims because he is worried that if they are claims, then the Cartesians may be right:  They might be understood as claims about special kinds of objects, appearances, which are subjective, mind-dependent entities to which we have special access and on knowledge of which all our other knowledge depends.  


But if this is Brandom’s worry here, then it is a pity he did not pay closer attention to Sellars’s text.  For Sellars is clear about the fact that looks-statements are not only claims capable of truth and falsehood, but claims that can and often do have a reporting role.  What are the claims about and what do they report?  

[W]hen I say ‘X looks green to me now’ I am reporting the fact that my experience is, so to speak, intrinsically, as an experience, indistinguishable from a veridical one of seeing that x is green (EPM §16bis, in SPR: 145; in KMG: 224; in B:  41).

Seeing-claims and looks-claims can both be used to report the nature of an experience, and they do so by stating what the propositional content of that experience is and also indicating the endorsement status accorded to it.  The Cartesian often falls into the trap of thinking that, since in true appearance statements there need be no physical object that is being reported on, there must be some other kind of object, an appearance, that is being reported on.  By putting appearance statements on the same level as seeing-statements, Sellars makes it clear that the object of the report in both cases is an experience—a funny enough object in its own right, some might complain, but something far easier to begin to get a firm conceptual grasp of than reified appearances in themselves, and which Sellars makes substantial progress towards conceptualizing in the later parts of EPM.  


And a mere moment’s reflection should be enough to convince one that looks-statements are often given a reporting use by competent language users.  That is, they can be declarative claims about the world, noninferentially produced in us as an actualization of a reliable differential responsive disposition that tends to produce truths in well-trained language users.  The reliable differential responsive disposition in such a case is essentially more complex than in the case of an observation report such as “the ball is red” because it is a response that mobilizes not just concepts of ball and red, but the concept of experience.  It is that added complexity, once again, that accounts for the conceptual priority of being over appearing.  


This is why we claim that, for Sellars, the right way to resist the Cartesian approach to experiences is to make two moves.  First, we should note that the framework of experiences lacks conceptual autonomy.  That is, statements or beliefs concerning our experiences presuppose that we command the physical object language, and cannot be used independently of the physical object language.  This explains why perceptual reports such as “There is a red ball over there” do not show up on Sellars’s list of experiential reports.  Since experiential reports characterize experiences in terms of their contents, it is then easy to see that different experiential reports are distinguished by the level of endorsement of that content. 


Secondly, in order to be fully resistant to Cartesian impulses, we need to properly understand the structure of perceptual experiences and the way that the propositional components they contain are directed on to the physical world.  This understanding also shows us the kernel of insight in the Cartesian view.  Situating it properly in a naturalistic theory, however, deprives it of its power to mislead us.  The experiences that constitute our observations have a descriptive content in addition to the propositional claims they contain.  They contain inner sensory states.  As Sellars argues in Part XVI of EPM, we can learn to make reports of such inner sensory states when we take up a reflective attitude towards our own experiences.  But this is not the normal perceptual attitude.  In ordinary observation, our own sensory states are not the objects of our perceptual thoughts.  Rather, they cause the noninferential perceptual takings that are directed onto the physical objects in our surroundings.  So in the order of knowing, we don’t begin with knowledge of our inner states (as Sellars points out in various places, e.g., SRI, in PP p. 357).  In addition, whether we characterize such inner states indirectly, by reference to the physical situation in which they arise (EPM, §22, in SPR: 152; in KMG: 231; in B:  51), or directly, through characterizations of their intrinsic nature, such characterizations presuppose concepts that apply to physical objects (EPM §61 (4), in SPR: 193; in KMG: 273; in B: 113).  Separating the sensory component of experience from its intentional/epistemic component prevents the “mongrel . . .  crossbreeding” of these two elements that besets Cartesianism.   Properly understood, the sensory aspect of experience, as Sellars notes, is robbed its ‘traditional epistemological force’ (EPM, §21, in SPR: 149; in KMG 228; in B:  47).   The points that Sellars is arguing for in his analysis of “looks” statements should be viewed in this context.  


Brandom, in stressing the “two-ply” nature of observational reports as he does, presents a misleading picture of Sellars’s views on observation as a whole.  He implies that the two capacities, the possession of RDRDs, and the capacity to make the appropriate kinds of commitments, exhaust the relevant dimensions of perceptual awareness (p.365).  But for Sellars there is an important further dimension – the sensory component that distinguishes an experience of the world from a mere thought about the world.  To a large extent, this sensory aspect of experience is also orthogonal to the first two, in much the same sense that they are to each other, as Brandom notes in this passage.  The sensory component is, nevertheless, an essential dimension of observation.  When we characterize our observation reports, whether we endorse them by using ‘see’, or withhold commitment using ‘looks’, we are alluding to the fact that our reports are prompted by an experience that contains both a propositional content, and also a descriptive content.


IV. 

Because Brandom does not see that appearance statements belong on the same level with seeing-statements, and not on the same level as elementary, non-complex attributions of properties to objects, his interpretation can make Sellars’s view seem incoherent.  Do appearance statements make claims or not?  When we say how things look, aren’t we reporting something?  These are problems that arise only from Brandom’s faulty interpretation of Sellars’s sophisticated analysis of appearance statements.  


Sellars’s treatment of perception, of the appearance/reality distinction, and of the nature of experience is complex, sophisticated, and (unfortunately) not always clearly elucidated in his writings.  That such a significant and astute philosopher as Brandom (operating in Sellars’s home territory, no less), can get Sellars wrong on such a basic and important matter is a warning to us all to read Sellars with extreme care.  
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