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Handout for Week 10 
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Passages from Blackburn “Landscapes of Pragmatism”: 
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Passages from Blackburn’s “Pragmatism: All or Some or All and Some?” 

 

You will be a pragmatist about an area of discourse if you pose a Carnapian external question: 

how does it come about that we go in for this kind of discourse and thought? What is the 

explanation of this bit of our language game? And then you offer an account of what we are up 

to in going in for this discourse, and the account eschews any use of the referring expressions of 

the discourse; any appeal to anything that a Quinean would identify as the values of the bound 

variables if the discourse is regimented; or any semantic or ontological attempt to ‘interpret’ the 

discourse in a domain, to find referents for its terms, or truth makers for its sentences. Instead the 

explanation proceeds by talking in different terms of what is done by so talking. It offers a 

revelatory genealogy or anthropology or even a just-so story about how this mode of talking and 

thinking and practicing might come about, given in terms of the functions it serves. Notice that it 

does not offer a classical reduction, finding truth-makers in other terms. It finds whatever 

plurality of functions it can lay its hands upon. (Blackburn, ‘Pragmatism: All or Some’ in 

Expressivism, Pragmatism and Representationalism’, ed. Huw Price, p. 75) 
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Contemporary pragmatists such as Brandom, Price, or Michael Williams have no wish to avoid 

talking about our environment in common-sense terms. They rightly see our doings as primarily 

concerned with actions in this environment. Rather the pragmatism is identified in terms of the 

avoidance of a semantic metavocabulary in favour of a pragmatic metavocabulary. In other 

words our doings with language are not to be described (as we give our übersichtliche 

Darstellung) in terms of representation, description, truth, and fact, for example, but in such 

terms as ‘the language game of giving and asking for reasons’. I shall call this the SBAN. 

[PASAS 2] 

 

Brandom has helpfully interpreted Richard Rorty’s commitment to the SBAN in terms of  

(i) refusing to countenance self-interpreting presences, or in other words refusing to 

allow ‘representations’ without accounts of what is done in taking one thing as 

standing for another,  

(ii) suspicion of semantic atomism: we must remember that ‘meaning is holistic because 

understanding is’ (p. 97)  

(iii) suspicion of semantic nominalism (interpreting language in terms of a name/bearer 

relation; ignoring Frege’s insight into the priority of judgments and claims made by 

whole sentential episodes).  

As Brandom presents it, use of a semantic metavocabulary does not entail these errors, but it is 

‘guilty by association’.  [PASAS 2] 

 

To echo Michael Williams ‘we will get metaphysical quietism without philosophical quietism. 

And that is what we wanted.’ [PASAS 6] 

 


