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The concept of normativity is at the core of Brandom's view about language. In Brandom's account,
normativity is treated in terms of rule-governed actions performed within discursive practices. The normative
features of discursive practices are deployed on the basis of the so-called deontic scorekeeping model for language
use by showing how speakers assign propositional content and rational intentions to each other by vindicating
reciprocal inferential commitments.

The aim of the paper is two-fold. First, I show that the strategy of normative pragmatics involves a form of
explanatory circularity between material inferences and a portion of subsentential vocabulary involved in such
inferences; second, that the most viable solution to this objection, within Brandom's framework - based on a
pragmatist interpretation of Wittgenstein - leads to an understanding of linguistic rules in terms of a semantic ought,
a view that Wittgenstein never professed. Against Brandom, I defend the idea that Wittgenstein had a different and
more contingent view about norms.
In the first section, I present the objection about the circularity along the following lines:

1. Material inferences are valid solely in virtue of non logical vocabulary
2. Non logical vocabulary is that portion of vocabulary having meaning solely in virtue of their use in

linguistic practices.
3. Linguistic practices are those practices within which material inferences take place.
4. In order to explain the meaning of non-logical vocabulary, we should treat (a subset of) material

inferences as implicitly correct.
5. Non logical vocabulary is defined in terms of use within (the subset of) material inferences treated as

correct (from 2 and 4)
The argument shows a circularity between the premise (1) and the conclusion (5). In the first In order to escape it,
we have three options.

(a) We could deny the conclusion;
(b) we could deny the premise;
(c) we could just deny that the circularity itself.

In the first section I show that both solutions (a) and (b) are not allowed to Brandom:
(a) If the conclusion is denied, then it would be impossible to account for the implicit validity of material

inferences. In fact, if material inferences are valid (solely) in virtue of non logical vocabulary, then it would be
necessary to establish an independent ground for the correctness of non logical vocabulary. But, such standard
cannot make appeal to material inferences, otherwise we would fall back into the circle. So we would be left with the
validity of formal inferences alone. But, claiming this equals to deny that material inferences can be valid without any
reference to formally correct inferences.

(b) If Brandom dropped the first premise, it would be impossible to explain the normativity of meaning. In
fact, assuming that non-logical vocabulary depends on use within material inferences, and since material inferences
are not themselves correct or incorrect other than for their being treated as correct, then any inferential practice
might count as correct, depending on the speakers' decision to treat some of them as correct. But, if it is so, any
portion of non-logical vocabulary could be made in accord with any consistent, though still arbitrary inferential
practice.

In the second section, I consider the third solution to the circularity objection: we could just deny that the
circularity is a bad circularity, once we have a different understanding of the concept of 'norm'. This is a solution
Brandom could be more willing to adopt on the basis of its interpretation of the later Wittgenstein.

According to Brandom, Wittgenstein could be read as claiming that the normative core of intentional
content essentially consists in knowing what one ought to do or to say once he understands a concept - or a
sentence - no matter if he realizes it or not. By doing, so, Brandom attributes to Wittgenstein his own view that
understanding, intending, and meaning commit us to act and think accordingly. In such way, the strength of the
circularity objection could weakened by considering that both material inferences and non logical vocabulary, rather
then presupposing each other, both presuppose the intentional capacity of mastering deontic concepts.

In the paper, I claim that this was not Wittgenstein's insight, since he rather seems to propound for a
"contingent" view about normativity. Wittgenstein conceived of the normative features of rules as something that
reveals itself by being done, rather than by what ought to be done. Evidences for such interpretation can be found in
several remarks made by Wittgenstein, when he points out that acting without reasons (Philosophical Investigations,
§211) does not mean acting mechanically, or when he says that obeying a rule blindly (PI, §218) does not mean
obeying a rule un-intentionally. I conclude that Wittgenstein seems rather to maintain the opposite view that actions
made according to norms cannot be considered as deontic moves in the game of "giving and asking for reasons".


