Chapter 2: Brandom and McDowell on Freedom and Rational Constraint [draft]

The antinomy that we have been introduced to has arisen from considering conditions for freedom alongside those for rational constraint. Our aim is to find a way of reconciling these conditions. Thus, we are looking for a way to retain a conception of ourselves as free, intelligibly responsible agents who are nevertheless answerable to robust normative standards when it comes to assessing the propriety of our actions. The purpose of this chapter is to introduce two ambitious philosophical projects which try to account for both of these aspects of our understanding of ourselves. These are the projects of Robert Brandom and John McDowell.

Both Brandom and McDowell address the topics of freedom and rational constraint as part of their engagement with issues surrounding intentionality and (in a description that is admittedly unhelpfully broad) how we are to understand the place of mindedness in the world. They also both take their cue from a Kantian story about concepts—one which draws a connection between their use and the notions of freedom and obligation. So too, they share a Wittgensteinian concern for the role that sociality, and particularly our initiation into shared social practices, plays in enabling us to exercise these conceptual capacities. Despite these shared features, they ultimately disagree on many of the crucial points stemming from their investigation into these areas, and importantly for our purposes, on the way that they handle the relation between our freedom and the rational constraints upon us. The approach to be pursued here will emphasise the shared roots of their projects in an attempt to present a common framework from which their accounts of freedom and rational constraint can be counterpoised. This will allow for a perspicuous statement of their differences on the issues that concern us, preparing the ground for a full assessment of their positions in the following chapter. 

The structure of the present chapter is as follows. Section I outlines some of the Kantian thoughts which inform the debate. Section II has three parts, covering Brandom’s theory of freedom, his inferentialism and his attempts to minimise appeals to experience. Section III sets out McDowell’s contrasting response to the notions of freedom and rational constraint, concentrating on his attempt to tie them to his understanding of experience.
I
We shall begin with a brief examination of some of the Kantian background against which Brandom and McDowell come to articulate their accounts.

In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant outlines an approach to knowledge according to which judgements are a product of cooperation between two strictly distinct faculties, namely the understanding and sensibility. The understanding is a spontaneous faculty, meaning that it produces and applies its own representations rather than passively receiving them.
 In other words, its operations are not merely determined by something outside of itself but result from its active engagement in the tasks it is directed towards. Sensibility, conversely, is a receptive faculty, meaning that it passively receives representations rather than producing and applying them itself. Unlike the understanding, it is not self-determining, and instead simply responds to the world by producing sensuous representations.

The paradigmatic processes (and on some readings, the only processes) that the understanding and sensibility engage in are applying concepts to intuitions and producing intuitions, respectively. Kant’s model is thus one whereby judgements result from an application of concepts to the objects which sensibility presents by means of intuitions. The understanding is uncoerced in its application of concepts but is ultimately answerable to the objects it judges upon. In this way, the spontaneous activity of the understanding is checked by the receptive deliverances of sensibility.

This model is suggestive in how it gestures towards possible applications of the notions of freedom and rational constraint in Kant’s theoretical philosophy. Running parallel to it in Kant’s practical philosophy is another model with which it holds some similarities. On this account, Kant believes that what is distinctive about us as practical agents, as opposed to brutely natural objects like bicycles or walruses, is that we can be understood to be following our representations of laws rather than conforming to natural (physical) laws alone.
 When we subject ourselves to laws then we are autonomous; and since this enables us to take our actions to be determined by a principle that we have given to ourselves, rather than an object or law that we simply acquiesce in letting determine us, Kant thinks that practical freedom consists in autonomy.

What allows us to see a connection between the theoretical and practical models outlined is that concepts just are representations of law. For Kant, concepts are simply rules, which is to say that they are norms specifying what ought to follow from what with law-like regularity. So, in both models, whether confronted by a situation that merits a theoretical or practical response, we are to respond to it in comparable fashion. It is up to us to select a norm (in the form of an empirical concept or practical maxim) and that acts as the basis of a judgement or volition. In doing so, we make ourselves responsible to that norm because we thereby open ourselves to rational criticism in light of it. This is just to say that it is appropriate to assess us in light of the intentions formed in our judgement or volition. Admittedly, the sort of rational criticism that we thereby open ourselves to is different in each case. In judgement (at least for Kant), by using a concept we are assessable according to whether the objects about which we judge do conform to it. Whereas, in action, we are assessable according to whether we manage to exercise sufficient self-mastery to perform the action that we have willed, as well as for the formal properties of the maxim we adopt, namely whether it has the form of universal law.
 Nevertheless, enough of an analogy holds between these models for some to find it fruitful to treat them as expressing a reasonably unified line of thought.

II

Brandom takes himself to be building upon this Kantian story, concentrating on the idea that concepts are the locus of responsibility.
 In doing so, he recognises the need to find a place for both freedom and rational constraint, developing a theory of autonomy that treats them as coordinate concepts. In what he admits may at first seem like a paradoxical move, rather than opposing freedom to the idea of constraint, he claims that freedom consists in a special kind of constraint: rational constraint by self-imposed norms. This makes rational constraint a condition of freedom. Coming from the converse direction, Brandom seeks to explain the authority of norms by appeal to our imposition of them upon ourselves. On this story, they are self-imposed in the sense that their authority is conditional upon agents endorsing them; without an individual binding themselves to them in this way, they have no claim upon that person. So understood, obligations arise from the free (in the sense of uncoerced) adoption of them by agents. In this way, rational constraint is not only a condition of freedom, but freedom is also a condition of rational constraint. It remains for us to unpack and explicate these claims.

Freedom
Brandom’s understanding of freedom is shaped by his Kantian understanding of concepts as expressing norms and what he takes to be a further Kantian alignment between concepts and spontaneity. For him, the capacity to be free consists in the authority to undertake a commitment, thereby acquiring a responsibility to act in conformity with that commitment. Such commitments are specified in terms of concepts, the use of which allows one to commit oneself to the norm that it expresses. So, in the conceptual activity of forming a judgement or volition, one acquires responsibilities. These responsibilities are self-imposed because—given Brandom’s understanding of conceptual activity as spontaneous—concepts are something which must be actively applied rather something that we can find ourselves brutely compelled to employ in a certain way. This is a positive conception of freedom then, because it consists in a power to do something: to use concepts so as to make a commitment to the norms they express. Brandom helpfully sums up his conception of freedom like so:

“Spontaneity, in Kant’s usage, is the capacity to deploy concepts.  Deploying concepts is making judgments and endorsing practical maxims. Doing that, we have seen, is committing oneself, undertaking a distinctive sort of discursive responsibility. The positive freedom exhibited by exercises of our spontaneity is just this normative ability: the ability to commit ourselves, to become responsible. It can be thought of as a kind of authority: the authority to bind oneself by conceptual norms. That it is the authority to bind oneself means that it involves a correlative kind of responsibility. That the norms in question are conceptual norms means that the responsibility involved in exercising that sort of authority is a rational responsibility. […] Kantian positive freedom is the rational capacity to adopt normative statuses.”

Brandom has two main reservations about a Kantian theory of autonomy though, both Wittgensteinian in inspiration. Firstly, he thinks that it succumbs to an intellectualist understanding of rules which leaves it open to criticism based upon a threatened regress in the process of coming to follow a norm.
 Secondly, if it can be shorn of this intellectualism, he thinks that without introducing a social dimension to normativity, it cannot maintain a distinction between taking oneself to be following a norm and actually following it.
 Considering these worries alongside Brandom’s response to them will allow us to see how his theory freedom hooks up with his social-inferential account of conceptuality, and from there to see how it opens out into his account of rational constraint.

Brandom’s first criticism of Kant’s theory of autonomy begins by recapitulating a Sellarsian characterisation of him.
 As we have seen, Kant thinks that what is distinctive of agents is that they can be understood to act according to their representations of law; or in other words, they can be thought of as following rules. Brandom thinks that this is a priceless insight, but that it must be handled carefully if it is to be correctly understood. Kant’s mistake is supposed to be his regulist conception of norms, meaning that he thought all norms had to take the form of explicit rules. The problem with this conception of rules is the result of the need to interpret a norm that is formulated as an explicit rule so as to determine what it mandates. This demand for interpretation creates problems because for the regulist all norms are so explicit. Against regulism, Brandom thinks we must adopt a more expansive conception of normativity. As he puts it:

Norms explicit as rules presuppose norms implicit in practices because a rule specifying how something is correctly done (how a word ought to be used, how a piano ought to be tuned) must be applied to particular circumstances, and applying a rule in particular circumstances is itself essentially something that can be done correctly or incorrectly.

The complaint is that an explicit rule can always be interpreted in such a way as to allow or disallow the particular action assessed, where appeal to other explicit rules to settle the application of the original rule are themselves open to the same problem as to how to settle their correct application. For example, we might adopt a practical maxim that mandates being generous to our peers, but for the regulist what is to count as kindness and our peers, say, cannot be settled by appeal to further explicit rules since these second-order rules will require their own correct application to be settled. To prevent a regress of rules, Brandom supposes that we must have recourse to a different form of norm that does not stand in need of interpretation: namely, an implicit norm grasped in practical activity. This is what Brandom takes Wittgenstein to driving at when he says that, 

there is a way of grasping a rule which is not an interpretation, but which is exhibited in what we call ‘obeying the rule’ and ‘going against it’ in actual cases.

Having dismissed the regulist by means of an appeal to a threatened regress of rules, Brandom considers some dangers surrounding his appeal to a set of norms that are implicit in our practices rather than explicitly formulated. His criticisms here are directed towards a position he calls regularism. This is an approach that seeks to explain following a norm in terms of regularities in our behaviour. Regulism would be avoided because there would be no appeal to an explicit principle that divides performances into those that are correct (that is, follow a norm) and those that are not. Instead, performances are said to be correct if they conform to a regular pattern of behaviour, whereas they are said to be incorrect (violating an implicit norm) if they deviate from it. However, Brandom objects to this regularist position by pointing out that all behaviour displays many regularities, and as such there is no such thing as a performance being regular tout court.
 Specifying a particular regularity that ought to be conformed to is only postpones the problem since we require an account of the norm that produces this prescription. We are thus left without an explanation of normativity.

These considerations bear upon Brandom’s theory of freedom by presenting it with a dilemma. For him, concepts express norms, and our use of concepts in judging and formulating practical maxims makes us responsible to these norms. Our becoming so responsible is what freedom consists in. So, to understand freedom we must understand what it is to be responsible to a norm, where this is to ask how it can exercise a rational constraint upon us through our following it. If we attempt to understand this rational constraint by appeal to a practice of following explicit rules alone, we are faced with a regress. But if we only appeal to behavioural regularities, we are pushed towards a descriptivism that leaves normativity unexplained. Thus, as yet, it appears mysterious how we are to understand the rational constraint that—through the exercise of conceptual capacities—we adopt in acts of self-legislation.

Brandom’s solution, which signals his turn to sociality, seeks to explain the idea of a norm implicit in practice by appeal to assessments of propriety. As he puts it:

there is another move available for understanding what it is for norms to be implicit in practices. This is to look not just at what is done—the performances that might or might not accord with a norm (be appropriate or inappropriate)—but also at assessments of propriety. These are attitudes of taking or treating performances as correct or incorrect … [where] such assessing attitudes can also be understood as implicit in practice.

These assessments of propriety are explained in terms of sanctions. To treat a performance as correct is to respond to it in practice with a reward or to refrain from punishment, whereas to treat it as incorrect is to respond with a punishment or to refrain from a reward. These need not be understood as material sanctions (e.g. beatings or presents) but can also take the form of the endowment or removal of status or rights (e.g. a reputation for roguishness or the power to vote).

Here, then, sociality enters the picture for the first time, such that how our fellows respond to our action, and we to theirs, is appealed to as part of the explanation of implicit norms.
 However, Brandom does not simply delegate these matters to the attitude and action of ‘the community.’ Instead, he describes a division of normative labour, so to speak. Whether a norm exercises a rational constraint upon an individual is to be determined by them; they undertake a commitment to a norm by using a concept that expresses it. Exactly what rational constraint the norm mandates is determined by what others take it to; and this they express through a process of assessment and negotiation, underwritten by sanctions.
 Thus, Brandom believes himself to have done justice to the notion of autonomy, understood literally as self-legislation. We undertake commitments through the spontaneous exercise of our conceptual powers, and so they are self-imposed. But at the same time, they have the force of legislation because others hold me to them and administer their content in a way that ensures that I cannot simply decide what it is to have discharged my responsibilities.
 In this way, Brandom’s conception of autonomy makes it conditional not just upon individuality but also upon sociality.

Inferentialism
Brandom not only tells us that the individual’s use of conceptual capacities to make commitments is mediated by the assessments made by others, he also provides a theory that tries to explain how this works. To begin to understand this theory, we can again see it as a development of a Kantian line of thought.

Kant thinks that the only use of concepts that the understanding can make is to judge by them. On this view then, concepts are only cognitively relevant in virtue of the contribution that they make to judgement. Furthermore, the content of a concept is determined by the role that it can play in judgement. Brandom embraces this idea, taking it to be a precursor to Frege and Wittgenstein’s context-principles that state that names only have meaning in the context of propositions.

Brandom also accepts another Kantian claim about the relation between concepts and judgement. This claim is that the form of a concept, which determines the formal validity of arguments in which the concepts feature, is determined by the logical relations between judgements in which it features (rather than in relation to the objects of experience, say). However, Brandom seeks to radicalise this proto-‘inferentialist’ move in Kant. This radicalisation consists in extending this analysis of the form of concept to their content. In doing so, he follows Sellars who rejects  “the familiar notion (Kantian in its origin, but present in various disguises in many contemporary systems) that the form of a concept is determined by ‘logical rules’, while the content is ‘derived from experience,’” in favour of the idea that “there is nothing to a conceptual apparatus that isn’t determined by its rules.”

For Brandom, the content of a concept is its inferential role.
 This means that he thinks what a concept expresses is a function of the inferential relations between judgements in which it features. This is relevant to our concerns because we have seen that Brandom takes concepts to express norms, and it is through his analysis of norms that he seeks to explain freedom and rational constraint.

What it means to say that the content of a concept is a function of the inferential relations of judgements in which it features will depend upon how we understand inference. Again, both regulist a regulist and a regularist account of inference can be given. On the regulist account, we would suppose that reasoning was enthymemic. So, the claim ‘Lightning is seen now, therefore thunder will be heard soon’ is implicitly construed as ‘If lightning is seen now, then thunder will be heard soon’ along with the suppressed premise. On the regularist account, we would suppose that reasoning was habitual association. This model would suppose that what is happening in the case of lightning and thunder is that upon seeing lightning we just expect thunder, or rather upon judging ‘Lightning is seen now’ we simply form the judgement ‘Thunder will be heard soon’, as a result of a causal regularity. 

Unsurprisingly, Brandom wants to steer a course between the intellectualism and descriptivism embodied in these two approaches. So, he rejects an analysis that understands all inference as the application the application of explicit principles, such as modus ponens. As such, he does not accept the idea that a concept’s inferential role is exhausted by explicit rules determining allowable inferences between the judgements in which it features. Equally, Brandom would oppose the idea that inference consists in the regular association of judgements. This would lead to a habitual understanding of inferential role, where this would deprive it of a normative dimension that allowed inferences to be valid or invalid.

Brandom’s approach is to look to the notion of material inference to specify inferential role. Like the regulist, he insists on beginning from an appeal to a notion of appropriate inference between judgements, thereby holding on to the normative dimension of reasoning. However, against the logical regulist, he does not think that this should be understood in terms of formal rules. Instead, an appeal is made to a nonlogical, content-based notion of correct inference.
 We start with the notion of treating a case of reasoning as good or bad, whether or not we can attribute deductive validity to it. It is only after starting with the practice of treating the inferential moves between judgements as correct or not that we then codify some of them as deductively valid and others as materially valid (i.e. not formally valid but appropriate just because of the conceptual content involved, like ‘Birmingham is south of Sheffield, so Sheffield is north of Birmingham’). The notion of inferential role is specified simply at the former level though, without being dependent on deductive validity; the more primitive, practical notion of correct inference is prior to it.

Since, for Brandom, the content of a concept is a function of the inferential roles of judgements in which it features, then conceptual content is determined by this primitive nonlogical notion of inference. But what settles what a good inference of this type is? That is, what determines whether a judgement is a good one in virtue of what it means? This is where sociality re-enters the account. For Brandom, we are to understand what a good inference is with reference to the practice of treating each other as committed and entitled to judgements on the basis of other judgements that they are antecedently committed and entitled to.

Brandom’s theory of normativity, along with the inferentialism built upon it, is social-pragmatic because it refuses to separate the issue of what it is for us to treat ourselves and each other as under rational constraint by norms from the issue of what that constraint consists in. For him,

Norms are in an important sense in the eye of the beholder, so that one cannot address the question of what implicit norms are, independently of the question of what it is to acknowledge them in practice.

Whilst he does not think that it is always up to people to determine whether someone has correctly followed a norm, it is always a matter for the individual to determine whether they commit themselves, and for others to determine what that commitment consists in.
 We can now see that this is because he takes the very exercise of our conceptual capacities to presuppose the social game of giving and asking for reasons, since this is what determines the content of the concepts we employ. On this story, without the social-inferential articulation of concepts, secured by the practice of treating judgements as following from one another, there would be no discursive norms to work with in the first place.

Experience

If we once again return to the Kantian background to this social-pragmatic account of freedom and rational constraint, one striking contrast is that experience does not feature prominently in Brandom’s account. Kant, on the other hand, does give experience a central role (in his theory of judgement, at least). For him, in judgement, concepts are synthesised in such a way as to relate them to a further thing: an object as presented in intuition. This impacts upon Kant’s theory in two main ways. Firstly, it allows him to take the deployment of concepts in judgement to be directly rationally constrained by objects of intuition. This makes judgement answerable to experience itself (rather than vicariously). For example, my experience of the table becomes available to support or undermine judgements about it; we do not have to appeal only to the subsequent effects of perceiving it, like the assessment of our perceptual reliability by others. Secondly, the content of concepts can then be fixed through their relation to the objects of intuition. This means that a concept is not just a node in a network of inferential roles connecting judgements, but something necessarily bound to what those judgements are about. For example, the concept horse would be a rule that can be used to demarcate horses from non-horses in virtue of its essential connection with what we experience when we perceive a horse.

Brandom shies away from calling upon experience in these ways. Firstly, he explicitly rejects a role for experience as a direct rational constraint upon judgement. Although he does not explicitly accuse Kant of erring in this way (perhaps in light of other readings of him), it seems that Brandom’s Kant succumbs to the so-called ‘Myth of the Given’.
 This is the error of supposing that, as Brandom puts it, “nonconceptual experience can rationally ground, and not just causally occasion, belief.”
 This Sellarsian charge is taken by Brandom to exclude the possibility of a judgement being justified by something non-judgemental in form, since it mistakenly presupposes that raw, unconceptualised items are already members of the rational order necessary to support normative relations in addition to causal ones. Since Brandom, along with his version of Kant, strictly aligns concepts with the spontaneous activity of the understanding as opposed to the deliverance of sensibility, they ought to be prohibited from endorsing a view that does suppose something non-judgemental can rationally constrain judgement. Brandom’s inferentialist position looks only to other judgements for this constraint.

Secondly, in the case of conceptual content, his rejection of experience as a direct determinant of it is more aspirational than based upon arguments against the alternative view: “I want to say, with Laplace, ‘Je n’ai pas besoin de cette hypothèse la.’”
 Claiming to be well-aware of the possibility of pursuing a two-pronged approach that draws upon both the notions of inference and experience as a determinant of conceptual (and semantic) content, he thinks that other things being equal then a more austere project is the more laudable.
 Believing his own inferentialism to have the requisite explanatory capacity, he sees no need to expand the parsimonious resources available to it by appealing to the concept of experience as well.

Nevertheless, there is a place for perception in Brandom’s account, even in connection with providing rational constraint. The role that perception plays in securing rational constraint is essentially and heavily mediated though by the social practice of treating each other as committed and entitled to certain claims.
 Keeping this social dimension in mind, Brandom’s account of the rational constraint connected with perception can be posed in terms of two claims. Firstly, he thinks that objectivity is just “a structural aspect of the social-perspectival form of conceptual contents.” 
 Secondly, he thinks perception’s contribution—needed to show how “the world imposes not merely causal, but rational constraints on thinking.”—can be explained by the social assessment of perceptual judgements.

Brandom’s analysis of objectivity comes in the context of his model of deontic scorekeeping. In this model, we each keep track of what actions (including making judgements) we think each other acknowledges that they are committed and entitled to carry out, alongside what performances we each think that person really is committed and entitled to carry out. That these two perspectives can obviously diverge, Brandom takes to be significant. He resists trying to specify a privileged perspective which by itself settles whether someone is correct—whether their acknowledgements really do match their commitments and entitlements. Instead, it is a commonality to all perspectives that he wants to highlight: “What is shared by all discursive perspectives is that there is a difference between what is objectively correct in the way of concept application and what is merely taken to be so, not what it is—the structure, not the content.”

This distinction between what is and what is merely taken to be correct is written into the very process of social scorekeeping. Through making it in practice, we hold each other responsible to what we take to be the facts. Perception’s contribution to rational constraint is explained in this way. On Brandom’s story it is enough that we be able to do the following:

If a suitable story is told about how [non-inferentially elicited perceptual judgements] are rationally criticizable by those who key their correctness to their correspondence to the facts reported, and about their entitlement to the reliability of the noninferential process that elicits them, then rational constraint by how things actually are is secured.

For Brandom, this can be done from within the game of giving and asking for reasons. As such, we do not have to appeal to the deliverances of experience to supply a rational constraint upon our activities, since this is part and parcel of our ordinary activities of discussing, assessing, criticising and challenging beliefs. Brandom still thinks that “perceptual experience is the medium through which our thought becomes answerable to how things are.”
 But this is only through its causal role in ‘wringing’ perceptual judgements from us—judgements that derive any justification from our treating them as warranted, not from any objects they put us in touch with.
III
In Brandom’s account, we have seen an ambitious attempt to explain features of our sapience in social-pragmatic terms. It sought to reconcile freedom and rational constraint by means of a theory of autonomy that was grounded in a social-inferential treatment of concepts. Although incorporating perception into this model, it resisted putting much weight onto it, turning away from appeals to experience as a direct rational constraint upon judgement. McDowell’s project contains another attempt to reconcile freedom and rational constraint, also building on a Kantian line of thought. Although it too treats freedom and rational constraint as codependent concepts, it develops Kantian themes in a different direction. For Brandom, we ought to discard Kant’s talk of experience but seek to find a way of defending and building upon his suggestive idea of self-legislation. For McDowell, the reverse is true. He cautions us about taking the idea of self-legislation too literally and insists upon a pivotal role for experience in securing rational constraint.
 The spirit of this approach is captured in the following comment of McDowell’s: “Beholdenness to empirical reality cannot […] constitute an infringement on the freedom of reason. We might think of the independent layout of the world, rather, as the medium in which the freedom of reason is exercised.”
 In order to grasp McDowell’s full position is in this respect, we will return once more to Kantian themes.
Concepts and intuition

If McDowell is to defend the idea that experience allows objects to exert a direct rational constraint on us, he must (as he recognises) avoid the charge of succumbing to the Myth of the Given. His strategy for doing so is nuanced, and marks a departure from the way that Brandom treats the relation between concepts and spontaneity. If we recall, talking of spontaneity signals an active process in which an agent is responsible for what happens; it indicates an engagement that they direct rather than one they simply find themselves undergoing. The understanding was said to be a spontaneous faculty, applying concepts in an uncoerced fashion and thereby opening itself up to assessment with respect to this activity. The question we face is whether the only way for concepts to come into play is through application in spontaneous activity. If this is the only role for concepts—if the deployment of conceptual capacities is essentially spontaneous—then it would seem that the receptive deliverances of sensibility cannot be conceptual. If this is so then to suppose that experience could rationally constrain us would be to fall into the Myth of the Given. 

To succumb to the myth would be to suppose that we could have cognitively relevant awareness of something independently of the capacity to have a conceptual grasp of it. The picture that Sellars wants to avoid is one whereby I can count as knowing something, being justified, or otherwise rationally entitled to a belief simply in virtue of being in some experiential state. This is because, for Sellars, to attribute a rational grounding to some belief or state is to place it in what he calls “the logical space of reasons.”
 To count as a member of this logical space of reasons then a belief or state must be capable of being justified by its possessor; there must be a capacity to adduce reasons for it, where this presupposes a grasp of concepts pertaining to it. As such, nothing can support rational relations, such as qualifying as evidence for something else, entirely immediately (as if it were a matter of brute fact). Instead, for any such item to count as a reason for belief, we must always attribute a background of conceptual capacities that allow it to be treated as such a reason, where this includes the subject being able to vindicate their claim that it is such a reason.
If the only role for concepts is a spontaneous one, intuitions will not themselves provide reasons for or against holding a belief. This is because the sort of awareness that they would constitute could only be preconceptual. Therefore, it would not be the sort of thing that is already articulated in a form where it can be appealed to in support of another assertion. For example, it would not, as Sellars puts it, ‘contain’ any propositions, like ‘I see a red triangle’, which might be adduced in support of the judgement that ‘There is a red triangle before me’.

McDowell’s response is to challenge the idea that the deployment of concepts is always spontaneous. Danielle Macbeth helpfully draws the contrast with Brandom on this point, for whom

concepts belong wholly to spontaneity as it contrasts with receptivity.  Because they do, their exercise is in every case an exercise of freedom.

It is this tight connection between concepts and freedom as spontaneity that Brandom appeals to as a condition for binding oneself through the use of these concepts and thereby achieving his richer sense of freedom as self-legislation. In contrast, McDowell thinks that concepts belong only partially to spontaneity, also coming into play in the shaping of receptive processes like perception.

Although McDowell seeks to expand the domain of concepts from spontaneity alone to include receptivity, he still recognises that they have a special connection with spontaneity, and thereby freedom.
 Following Kant, he affirms that conceptual capacities belong to the understanding, and that this is a faculty of spontaneity. The point of making these claims, he thinks, is to underline the idea that when our understanding uses concepts in forming judgements, then we are making up our mind about how things are in a way that we are responsible for. This is not something incidental to the idea of a concept—just one way amongst many that it comes into play—but rather the paradigmatic use of concepts in terms of which the very idea of a concept, as something that can correctly or incorrectly applied, must be understood.
 However, McDowell thinks that this does not exclude further senses in which those conceptual capacities can come into play. McDowell exploits this thought to draw a distinction between the exercise and actualisation of conceptual capacities. The exercising of our conceptual capacities is something we do spontaneously and so are responsible for. Actualisation does not imply this spontaneous dimension, and thereby leaves it open for these capacities to have a passive role.

McDowell thus recognises a special connection between concepts and spontaneity, but tries to show that there is no reason to think conceptual capacities can only come into play through their spontaneous exercise. This is the key to understanding his view of experience. His goal is to avoid the Myth of the Given whilst retaining the idea that experience can constitute a direct rational constraint upon us. His proposed solution is to follow Kant’s lead in taking experience to arise out of cooperation between the conceptual capacities of the understanding and the receptivity of sensibility:

To avoid making it unintelligible how the deliverances of sensibility can stand in grounding relations to paradigmatic exercises of the understanding such as judgements and beliefs, we must conceive this co-operation in a quite particular way: we must insist that the understanding is already inextricably implicated in the deliverances of sensibility themselves. Experiences are impressions made by the world on our senses, products of receptivity; but those impressions themselves already have conceptual content.

If experiences, as receptive, can be thought of as having conceptual content, then it seems that a model of experience is available that can incorporate direct rational constraint through experience but that avoids the Myth of the Given. This is because this model understands intuitions as already formed by drawing passively on conceptual capacities. The exercise of conceptual capacities in judgement will be upon intuitions that are actualisations of those conceptual capacities. In light of this, receptivity will never be ‘sheer’ (as McDowell puts it); conceptual capacities will not be exercised on a preconceptual Given. Instead, intuition and judgement will share a conceptual form. This means that the content of our experience can be that there is a red triangle in front of one, in the same way that one can judge that there is a red triangle in front of one. The difference in the latter case is that only then do we take responsibility for the proposition in question. Judging, rather than experiencing, that something is an active affirmation that it is that can then be assessed in light of reasons. The advantage of McDowell’s model of experience is that an experience of something seeming such-and-so can be called upon in such assessment.

A Modest Freedom

How then does this defence of experience itself as a form of direct rational constraint upon us, relate to freedom? McDowell’s account of the relation between rational constraint and freedom is much less extensive than Brandom’s. This reflects the more modest conception of freedom that McDowell has and which does not advert to a literal interpretation of the image of self-legislation. In Brandom, this self-legislative model is central, providing the ground for all rational authority. For him, there can be no rational compulsion for an agent—no norms in this respect according to which they are legitimately criticisable—that they have not at least implicitly authorised themselves. McDowell rejects this approach, at least for the fundamental norms governing the activity of thought and rational deliberation. Instead, he develops the idea that freedom can be understood as the capacity to respond to reasons.

We have seen that McDowell wants to do justice to the idea that making a judgement (or deciding what to do) involves the spontaneous exercise of conceptual capacities in a way that deserves to be called free. It is following this thought that leads him to identify Kant’s ‘realm of freedom’ with Sellars’ ‘logical space of reasons’, at least with respect to judgement.
 McDowell explains this identification like so:

even when a belief is not freely adopted, it is an actualization of capacities of a kind, the conceptual, whose paradigmatic mode of actualization is in the exercise of freedom that judging is. This freedom, exemplified in responsible acts of judging, is essentially a matter of being answerable to criticism in the light of rationally relevant considerations.

What is to count as rationally relevant considerations will not be for us to determine though. The authority of such reasons is not to be located in our endorsement of them.

Two things soften what may otherwise appear to be a starkly rationalistic conception of freedom.
 Firstly, McDowell thinks that while the rational constraints upon us are not products of our endorsement of them as such, we must understand the process of assessing what counts as a reason as an ineliminably socio-historically situated accomplishment. Exercising our freedom will thus be something conditional upon initiation into a set of communal practices, since the exercise of our conceptual capacities that is required to grasp reasons would be unintelligible without the sort of acculturation that such communal practices facilitate. Secondly, while still rejecting the idea that norms which rationally constrain us derive their authority from endorsement, McDowell thinks that this does not preclude them deriving their authority from us. For him, rational constraint is exercised by concepts on us because the norms that these concepts express gain their authority from norms constitutive of thought. Since in thinking we “realize potentialities that are our own”, then there is a sense in which the rational constraint imposed by concepts is grounded in ourselves.
 At the very least, this rational constraint is not an alien force, but something in which we necessarily have an investment in by virtue of being thinkers at all.
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