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Abstract 

In this paper, I make a few steps towards a synthesis of Christine Korsgaard’s writings on 

the action-agent relation and Robert Brandom’s writings on sociality of action. In rough, 

Korsgaard makes the case that actions are what they are only insofar as they constitute an 

agent as an autonomous and efficacious cause of its own motions. This requires the agent 

to choose to act in accordance with a maxim through consideration of a practical identity 

such that anyone with that practical identity would choose similarly. But where do these 

practical identities come from? Brandom provides an answer by first paralleling 

Korsgaard in making the case that an agent must choose through consideration of 

practical commitments and then going on to give an account of these practical 

commitments in terms of social practices.  
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1: Introduction 

 This work comprises an investigation into action as it relates to autonomy and 

social practices, and an attempt to make the case that autonomy and social practices are 

not merely incidental to action, but rather essential to it. The investigatory portions of the 

work are divided into two parts: In the first, I analyze and amend Christine Korsgaard’s 

treatment of the action-agent relation. In the second, I analyze and amend Robert 

Brandom’s treatment of the sociality of action. Finally, in the last section of the work, I 

lay the ground for a synthesis of Korsgaard and Brandom’s respective positions.  

To motivate the ensuing discussion, let’s imagine four scenarios and then categorize 

them based on what they have in common. These scenarios run as follows: 

1) A woman shouts ‘fire!’ while carrying her two children out of a smoke-

filled house.  

2) A fire alarm in a smoke-filled house makes the sound ‘fire!’  

3) A man kicks his leg up as part of an exercise routine.  

4) A doctor strikes a man’s knee with a reflex hammer and his leg bolts 

up. 

Very naively, we might take (1) and (2) to go together because they involve similar 

sounds and (3) and (4) to go together because they involve similar motions. However, 

those with some grounding in the natural sciences might call the first pairing into doubt 

by asserting that the source of the sound in (1) is a ‘biological organism,’ while the 

source of the sound in (2) is an ‘abiotic device.’ Similarly, those with some grounding in 

human anatomy might call the second pairing into doubt by asserting that the motion in 

(4) is a ‘movement involving a reflex arc,’ while the motion in (3) is a ‘movement 

initiated from within the central nervous system.’ My aim here isn’t to examine what 
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precisely such experts would say—no doubt the causal pathways distinguishing (4) from 

(3) can be far more precisely defined than I’ve presented—but rather to point out that our 

naïve pairings are already contestable within disciplines not strictly falling inside the 

ordinary domains of philosophy. 

 The more sophisticated pairing relationship that will be argued for in this work is 

one in which (1) and (3) go together and (2) and (4) go together. As I hope to show 

through Korsgaard and Brandom, both (1) and (3) go together because the sounds and 

motions are caused by the same kind of thing and both (2) and (4) go together because 

the sounds and motions are caused by the same kind of thing. The cause in (1) and (3) 

goes by various names depending on what sort of activity it is engaged in, but generally if 

it is engaging in an activity like (1), I will call it a language user and generally if it is 

engaging in an activity like (3), I will call it an agent.1  

                                                 
1 With ‘language user’ being a subset of ‘agent.’  
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2: Preliminary Notes 

Many of the terms employed in this work live double lives as expressions of both 

alethic and deontic concepts. The term ‘essentially,’ from the Latin esse “to be,” is a 

prime example. A basically alethic understanding of this term takes it to pick out those 

properties that an object must have in order to be what it is. It contrasts with the term 

‘accidentally,’ which picks out those properties that can be discarded without changing 

the object. Thus, we might say that an essential property of a cup is that it is capable of 

holding liquid, because if it couldn’t, it wouldn’t be a cup, while an accidental property is 

that it is made out of paper, because there are non-paper variants of cups. This 

understanding differs markedly from what I take to be a basically deontic understanding 

of the term to be found in the writings of Aristotle and Korsgaard. According to this 

understanding, the term ‘essentially’ picks out the proper functional arrangement of a 

cup, such that a cup is essentially a cup insofar as its parts are arranged in such a way that 
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they can serve the proper function(s) of a cup.234 As will become clearer shortly, an 

understanding of essence much like this will be needed in order to properly understand 

action as it is conceived in both Korsgaard and Brandom. 

 Another two-faced term we will encounter over the course of this work is 

‘necessity.’  In contemporary debates about alethic logics, this term often stands for one 

of two fundamental unary modal operators, the other of which is denoted by the term 

‘possibility.’ Within classical alethic modal logic, something is necessarily the case when 

it is not possible that it is not the case. Similarly, something is possibly the case when it is 

not necessary that it is not the case. Thus, to give an example using possible worlds talk, 

we might say that the law of non-contradiction is necessarily true because there is no 

possible world where two contradictory statements hold. Or we might say that Newton’s 

first law is a law in some set of possible worlds (perhaps not our own) because within 

                                                 
2 Now, I am convinced that ‘function’ itself picks out a deontic concept, in the sense that specifying a 

function is a matter of specifying how some state of affairs ought to be. Brandom makes such a point here: 

“Specifying the functional role of some state in a system is specifying how it ought to behave and interact 

with other states” [emphasis mine] (Brandom, MIE, 16). Because the notion of function is itself to be 

understood in deontic terms, it is redundant to further specify the propriety of a function, as I have here 

with ‘proper functional arrangement.’ However, because of confusions arising from, for example, taking a 

cup to serve the function of a doorstop (technically in this case the ‘cup’ isn’t a cup, but rather a doorstop), 

I will sometimes do so. 
3 It was pointed out to me that for Aristotle and, arguably, Korsgaard, ‘essence’ picks out both the formal 

and final causes of a thing. That is, a cup is both something that has the form of a cup and the telos of a 

cup. Thus, if we identify functional role with the telos, it would seem that I’ve missed the form. I don’t 

think I have, and to see why we will need to examine an example that motivates this two-ply theory of 

essence. The example goes: The telos of a cup is to hold liquid, but there are also leaky cups, and so the 

telos all on its own is not all there is to being a cup. Thus, in addition to having the telos of a cup, a cup also 

has the form of a cup. Now, in my view, both the telos and the form can be accounted for in functional 

terms, it’s just that there is a hierarchy of functions. That is, what is designated as the telos of a cup are 

those functions near the top of the hierarchy (holding liquid, being used for drinking, etc.), while what is 

designated as the form of a cup are those near the bottom of the hierarchy (sitting on the table in that way, 

producing that visual impression, etc.). Thus, a leaky cup is still a cup because even though it doesn’t fulfill 

all the functions near the top of the hierarchy (which are identified with the telos), it still fulfills a great deal 

of them near the bottom of it (which are identified with the form).  
4 Following up on footnote 3, a system, say System_A, is what it is both in virtue of how its parts ought to 

relate to the other parts constitutive of System_A and in virtue of how System_A ought to relate to the 

other parts constitutive of System_B, of which System_A is a part. Both specifying how the parts ought to 

relate to the other parts constitutive of System_A and specifying how System_A ought to relate to the other 

parts constitutive of System_B is a matter of specifying functional role. 
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those worlds, it is true that an object will not accelerate unless acted upon by a force. 

Despite the broad appeal of this understanding of necessity, it is not the understanding 

that will be employed in this work. Instead, we will understand necessity in deontic 

terms, as picking out the peculiar phenomenon of being subjected to an ought. This sort 

of necessity is at play when one shows up to class despite wanting to sleep in, files their 

taxes despite wanting to spend the day hiking, or heads into a burning building despite 

wanting to stay out in the fresh air. In all these cases, the agent has some sense that they 

ought to do other than what they want, and we will say that the sense that they ought to 

do other than they want necessitates them to do so.5 

 

 

 

                                                 
5 We might think of the concepts expressed by ‘essence’ and ‘necessity’ as belonging to the bedrock of this 

work’s conceptual landscape. It is debatable whether such a bedrock would rest on lower level strata, and if 

so, what kinds of modalities would constitute these lower levels. Even more pressingly, it is debatable 

whether a stratigraphic metaphor, with higher-level concepts resting on lower-level concepts, is even 

tenable. Out of an air of caution, I’ve relegated the stratigraphic metaphor to this footnote. 
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3: The Rational Requirements on Action 

 As stated in the introduction, my aim in this section is to examine and amend 

Korsgaard’s Kantian-Aristotelean theory of action. I will begin in 3.1 by presenting the 

rough outlines of the Kantian-Aristotelean view that actions are act-end pairs. Following 

this, I will employ a few thought experiments in 3.2 in order to more fully develop the 

normative dimension of action. The discussion in this part will make clear the need to 

identify the function of action, which I will then start to do in 3.3. Following this, I will 

examine the roles that the hypothetical and categorical imperatives play as constitutive 

principles of action in 3.4 and 3.5.  

3.1: Actions as Act-End Pairs 

 Christine Korsgaard, in Self-Constitution, develops a Kantian-Aristotelean theory 

of action in which actions are act-end pairs that are both the basic units of choice and the 

basic units of moral evaluation. An example of an act would be ‘walk to the store,’ which 

would be joined up to an end like ‘to purchase onions,’ forming the action ‘walk to the 

store in order to purchase onions.’ Here, we ought to be wary of the verb ‘purchase’ 

contained in the description of the end, for its presence may tempt us into thinking of ‘to 

purchase onions’ as itself a description of an act. Certainly, ‘to purchase onions’ could 

serve as a description of an act, in, say, ‘purchase onions in order to make soup.’ 

However, within ‘walk to the store in order to purchase onions,’ it describes an end and 

not an act. 

 To understand why ‘purchase onions’ can either describe an act or an end, we 

need only recall the functional understanding of essence we endorsed in 2. There we 
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found that specifying the essence of some item in a system involves specifying its proper 

function, which is the same as specifying how it ought to relate to other items in the 

system. Thus, ‘to purchase onions’ is a description of what is essentially an act when 

purchasing onions relates to making soup in a way befitting an act. Similarly, ‘to 

purchase onions’ is a description of what is essentially an end when purchasing onions 

relates to going to the store in a way befitting an end. In sum, what it is to have the 

essence of an act or an end, and by extension to be an act or an end, is to serve the proper 

function of an act or an end, and this depends on the overall configuration of the action.  

 Now, according to Korsgaard, the roots of this way of thinking about action are to 

be found in Aristotle and Kant. She draws a kind of parallelism between what she takes 

to be the Aristotelean view that an action embodies a logos and the Kantian view that an 

action embodies a maxim. To unpack this, a logos is taken to be a principle consisting of 

a time, method, object, and end. An example of such a principle might be ‘before dinner 

time, with diligence, walk to the store, so that I might purchase onions.’ Similarly, a 

maxim is taken to be a principle consisting of an act and an end. An example of such a 

principle might be ‘walk to the store in order to purchase onions.’ Here, the parallelism 

follows from taking the time, method, and object to fall under a more complete 

specification of the act.6 

                                                 
6 We should be wary about what is and isn’t being assumed here. That is, when we say that ‘purchase 

onions’ is a ‘description’ of an act, or a logos is a ‘more fully specified’ maxim, we might have a picture in 

mind in which actions are entities ‘out there’ that our words ‘correspond to.’ From this we might take ‘walk 

to the store in order to purchase onions’ to be an incomplete description of an action, one which would 

more closely approximate what is ‘actually the case’ if the time and method were specified. For reasons 

that will become clearer in 4, we should be cautious about endorsing such a picture. Instead, for the time 

being, we will think about actions as intelligible entities or, even more suggestively, patterns of thought in 

which ‘before dinner time, with diligence, walk to the store, so that I might purchase onions’ is a 

description of a different action than ‘walk to the score in order to purchase onions’, rather than a ‘more 

complete’ description of the same action. Further, we should be careful not to be misled by the word 



8 

3.2: Acts and Ends that Make Sense Together 

 In the previous section, we discussed some of the rudiments of action. In this 

section, we will approach a discussion of the rudiments of good action. To set the scene 

for this discussion, let’s conceive of the following scenario: 

John notices that Suzy is typing on her laptop and asks for a reason why. 

Suzy responds, ‘Because I need to stretch my fingers.” John takes this 

response to be absurd and so he asks, ‘Why are you really typing on your 

laptop?’  

At first glance, John appears to be asking for an end corresponding to the act of typing on 

the laptop. However, when an end is offered, he refuses to accept it as an answer to the 

question. Why is this? In addressing a parallel case, Korsgaard offers the answer that 

“when we ask for the reason [for an act] we are not just asking what purpose was served 

by the act—we are asking for a purpose that makes sense of the whole action” 

(Korsgaard, SC, 14). That is, the question isn’t about what the individual being asked 

takes to be their end, but rather about what sort of end makes sense given the act.7 When 

John was presented with the end described by ‘to stretch my fingers,’ he found that the 

purported act-end pair was absurd, and so he asked for another. 

 In the above, we found that John’s request was for an end that he’d think fit with 

the given act, rather than just any old end. The notion of fit here is vital, for given a 

different act, he may have accepted the response ‘to stretch my fingers.’ To clarify this 

point, imagine two puzzles laid out on the ground, each with a single missing piece. Let’s 

say that these missing pieces share the same shape, but one has an image of a doe’s foot 

                                                 
‘description’ into thinking that these patterns of thought are not present when we read ‘walk to the store in 

order to purchase onions.’ They very much are present, albeit in a peculiarly reflexive manner. 
7 Or, at least, makes sense to John given the act.  
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printed on it and the other has an image of a factory spire printed on it. These pieces are 

properly placed when they fit with the rest of the pieces making up the puzzle; that is, 

when the piece with the doe’s foot works in unison with the other pieces to give rise to 

the image of a nature scape, and when the piece with the factory spire works in unison 

with the other pieces to give rise to the image of a factory scape. The important bit is that 

the notions of propriety, sensibleness, and fit depend on us thinking of the puzzles as 

wholes; there’s nothing about the puzzle pieces all on their own that makes their 

placement here or there proper, sensible, or fitting.8 

In the previous paragraph, we found that in order to understand proper placement, 

the item being placed must be thought of as part of a whole. The same holds for the acts 

and ends constituting sensible actions; That is, Suzy’s end only makes sense to John 

given that it fits with the act in such a way that it constitutes a sensible action. But now 

we encounter a bit of a mystery: What is the difference between a sensible action and a 

nonsensical action? What is it about, say, ‘I am typing in order to compose an email’ that 

John finds sensible that he doesn’t find sensible about ‘I am typing in order to stretch my 

fingers’?  

To answer this question, we will need to extend our functional account of essence 

past the acts and ends constituting actions to actions themselves. That is, we will need to 

identify the function of action. We can see why by extending our analogy with the 

puzzles: The puzzle pieces are properly arranged when they serve the function of giving 

rise to a depiction of a nature or factory scape. When they are poorly arranged, on the 

                                                 
8 Notice that even though these notions depend on us thinking of the puzzles as wholes, they do not depend 

on us thinking of the relative merits of the puzzles-as-wholes; that is, whether one depiction is more 

beautiful than another, whether one is made of better material, etc. plays no role in evaluating fit.  
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other hand, they fail to serve the function of giving rise to a depiction—at most, they give 

rise to an incomplete depiction. Without taking the puzzle pieces to serve the function of 

depiction, the notion of proper placement makes no sense. 

3.3: Actions and Agents 

A first, though critical, move in identifying the function of action is noticing that 

when we construe a movement as an action, we turn to the agent. We might imagine 

walking on a cold day when a snowball skims our shoulder, prompting us to turn to what 

we take to be the source of the motion. If upon turning, we perceive a bundled-up youth, 

this was an action.9 Alternatively, if we perceive only the trees and rocks, this was a mere 

motion. Korsgaard makes this point with the following: “It is essential to the concept of 

action that an action is performed by an agent” (Korsgaard, SC, 28).  

What is an agent beyond being a performer of actions? Surprisingly perhaps, our 

answer to this question will start with an analysis of the term ‘life.’ In ordinary discourse, 

we ascribe whatever is denoted by ‘life’ to a multitude of organisms: The Gingko tree 

outside, the squirrels clamoring for nuts, the dog being walked, the woman walking the 

dog, the grass, the worms, and so on. All these diverse entities are living; they belong to 

the genus life. Now, if we recall our functional understanding of essence, something is 

essentially x if it is serving the proper function of x. Hence, we find, something is 

essentially alive if it serves the proper function of a living thing. What might this function 

be? In her account of Aristotle, Korsgaard tells us the following: 

                                                 
9 This is not wholly accurate, for if the bundled-up youth had slipped, knocking the clump of snow off a 

ledge, it would not be an action. On the other hand, if the bundled-up youth had thrown the snowball, it 

would be an action. These claims are, of course, guided by intuition (so much philosophy is), but they will 

be given a more thorough defense in coming sections.  
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“[according to Aristotle] a living thing is a thing so designed as to 

maintain and reproduce itself; that is, to maintain and reproduce its own 

form. It has what we might call a self-maintaining form […] its ergon or 

function is just to be—and to continue being—what it is.” (Korsgaard, SC, 

35). 

So, according to this view, the genus ‘life’ consists of all those entities that are engaged 

in the activity of ‘maintaining’ their own forms.10 As we have seen, these entities include 

the gingko trees and the squirrels, but they also include, for Aristotle, rational agents. 

That is, a rational agent is a thing that is engaged in the activity of maintaining itself as a 

rational agent. 

  Of course, simply saying that a rational agent is a ‘mode of life,’ and thus a self-

maintaining thing, is a bit empty without having some sense of the self that is being 

maintained. Does it have a fluffy tail or antlers? Not quite, but Korsgaard claims that it 

does have two essential characteristics: Efficacy and autonomy. The claim to be argued 

for, then, is that a rational agent is a thing that maintains itself as efficacious and 

autonomous. The argument for this claim will span the remainder of this section, where 

we will approach a crude understanding of efficacy and autonomy in some non-agential 

cases, and the next two sections, where we will arrive at a more developed account of 

                                                 
10 Because we’ve construed functional role in deontic terms, we don’t have to be committed to any kind of 

natural teleology ‘out there’. That is, when we say ‘the function of a living thing is to maintain itself’ we 

are making a claim equivalent to ‘a living thing ought to maintain itself.’ This ‘ought’ is built into the very 

concept of life, and thus taking something to ‘have life’ is part-and-parcel with holding that it ought to 

maintain itself. Korsgaard makes a similar point when she says that “teleological thinking need not be 

grounded in a claim about the world. It may be grounded in a claim about how human beings conceptualize 

the world. [...] The claim is that we pick out objects by identifying functional unities” (Korsgaard, SC, 2.3). 

Now, it might be objected that to be able to say that we are not committed to any kind of natural teleology 

‘out there’ presupposes some access to an ‘out there,’ which is incompatible with the claim that our 

conceptualization of the world is basically deontic. To this objection, my rough-and-tumble response would 

be that we do have access to an ‘out there’, it’s just that this access is mediated by a complicated deontic 

substructure. That is, in my view, thinking about natural kinds in alethic terms is accessing this ‘out there’, 

it’s just that alethic modalities are in some sense built out of deontic ones. In the future I aim to give a more 

thorough defense of this view. 
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efficacy and autonomy in the agential case through an analysis of what Korsgaard takes 

to be their Kantian analogues: The hypothetical and categorical imperatives.  

 What is it to be efficacious? In order to approach an answer to this question, let’s 

imagine an epidemiologist uttering ‘the polio vaccine was efficacious’ at a health 

conference. As a first pass, we might understand the claim as something like 

“administering the vaccine stimulates an immunity to polio.” This is certainly a part of 

what it is for a vaccine to be efficacious, but it is also missing something. What is 

missing is that the purpose of the polio vaccine is to stimulate an immunity to polio, and 

thus by successfully stimulating an immunity to polio, the polio vaccine is efficacious. In 

other words, when we say that the polio vaccine is efficacious, we have taken the polio 

vaccine to have a purpose which it is in some sense fulfilling.  

 What is it to be autonomous? This time let’s imagine someone pronouncing “We 

demand autonomy for our country.” This demand, we might suppose, is for a state of 

affairs in which one’s country can govern itself as opposed to being governed by another 

country. As a first pass we might think that a country is governing itself when it is 

spreading its borders, colonizing islands, and doing all the other things countries do. But, 

of course, if it is doing all these things because another country has decided so, then it 

isn’t autonomous. Hence, a part of what makes a country autonomous is that it makes its 

own decisions about the things it does.  

 So, what we need to show is that a rational agent maintains itself as a thing that 

fulfills its purposes and makes its own decisions. In 3.4, we will examine some 

arguments for the efficacy condition with the help of the technical terminology developed 

in the preceding sections. Following this, in 3.5, we will examine some arguments for the 
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autonomy condition, again with the help of the technical terminology developed in the 

preceding sections.  

3.4: The Hypothetical Imperative 

 To recall our discussion of act-end pairs in 3.1, acts and ends are what they are 

only when considered as parts of a whole action. That is, an end without an act is not an 

end at all. In this section, I will examine the much stronger claim that a condition on 

willing an end is conforming to a hypothetical imperative, which is the same as willing 

the requisite act(s) to achieve that end. In other words, in order to properly be said to 

have the intension of getting the soccer ball into the net, I need to be committed to 

intercepting the ball, juggling it across the field, and performing a kicking motion. Why 

is this? Korsgaard’s answer is that, 

“The reason I must conform to the hypothetical imperative is that if I don't 

conform to it, if I always allow myself to be derailed by timidity, idleness, 

or depression, then I never really will an end. The desire to pursue the end 

and the desires that draw me away from it each hold sway in their turn, but 

my will is never active. The distinction between my will and the operation 

of the desires and impulses in me does not exist, and that means that I, 

considered as an agent, do not exist. Conformity to the hypothetical 

imperative is thus constitutive of having a will. It is, in fact, an essential 

part of what gives you a will” (Korsgaard, SC, 70).  

To recall the soccer example, we might imagine that at the moment I intercept the ball, I 

catch a whiff of the funnel cakes being sold in the stands, and suddenly I am 

overwhelmed with desire. If this desire derails me, Korsgaard asserts, not only have I 

given up the end of getting the ball into the net, but I, taken to be a rational agent, have 

ceased to exist. Instead, ‘I’ am rendered a jumble of impulses, for if all that it took to 
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derail me was a passing desire, then on my way to get the funnel cake, there is nothing 

stopping me from further derailment. There is, in other words, nothing over and above 

the drifting aroma of funnel cakes interacting with my olfactory system driving my 

motions. 

 A degree of nuance is necessary here, for if we are not careful, we might take 

‘acting in accordance with the hypothetical imperative’ to mean something like 

performing the requisite acts to achieve a pre-selected end. Such a view is mistaken 

because, as we’ve seen, act-end pairs are the basic units of choice, and thus ends are not 

given temporal priority over acts. That is, following Korsgaard, “we do not first will 

some end [..], and then scramble around for some way to fulfill it” (Korsgaard, SC, 70). 

Rather, we choose the act and end together in the very moment of acting. Thus, a better 

approximation of what it is to act in accordance with the hypothetical imperative would 

be something like: Choose an appropriate act-end pair, where the condition on being an 

appropriate act-end pair is that the act brings about the end.11 

 With this, we’ve found that efficacy (successful fulfillment of one’s purposes, 

where purposes correspond to ends) is an essential characteristic of rational agency, 

assuming we accept that a jumble of unrelated impulses is not a rational agent. In fact, 

there are good metaphysical reasons to accept that a jumble of unrelated impulses is not 

anything at all, let alone a rational agent. That is, to recall the Aristotelean functional 

account of essence, something is what it is when its parts are arranged in such a way that 

                                                 
11 It is important to recognize a distinction between willing what one takes to be the necessary means to 

one’s end and willing the necessary means to one’s end. That is, one may take it that carrying the ball to the 

net is a means to the end of scoring a goal, even if they are mistaken because doing so would violate the 

rules of the game. In this case, the agent is still acting in accordance with the hypothetical imperative, for 

they still hold that they ought to choose an act that brings about the end. We can tell if someone failing to 

will the means to their end is acting in accordance with the hypothetical imperative by asking whether they 

would revise their maxim if they were made aware of the inadequacy of the act.  
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they can serve the proper function of the thing.12 Taking the ‘impulses’ to be parts of the 

rational agent, if those impulses are unrelated, then clearly, they are not arranged to serve 

the proper function(s) of a rational agent, or even of anything at all. 

3.5: The Categorical Imperative 

 In the last section, we found that a condition on action is that the agent is acting in 

accordance with a hypothetical imperative, which means that they are choosing act-end 

pairs such that the act brings about the end. Acting in accordance with such an imperative 

entails that the actions chosen will be the ones that are taken to be successful in bringing 

about their ends. However, this imperative doesn’t account for which of a set of equally 

efficacious actions we should choose. That is, to recall the soccer example, on the field I 

could be faced with the choice between the equally efficacious actions ‘kick the ball in 

order to get it into the net’ and ‘walk to the stands in order to get a funnel cake.’ To 

choose between these, I need an imperative by which I will settle on actions-as-wholes, 

rather than just acts given certain ends. 

 As a first step towards identifying such an imperative, we will make the by now 

familiar move of asking what is constitutive of autonomous choice. To do so, we will 

unpack the following account of rational deliberation:  

I am out on the field when I experience the conflicting desires to eat a 

funnel cake and to get the ball into the net. If I kick the ball into the net, 

                                                 
12 Here is a more complete story: Taking the ‘thing’ to be System_A, System_A is what it is both in virtue 

of how its parts ought to relate to the other parts constitutive of System_A and in virtue of how System_A 

ought to relate to the other parts constitutive of System_B, of which System_A is a part. This relation is 

recursive, but because of the Aristotelean ‘mode of life’ claim, we can 'top it off' by saying that System_C 

(for example) is what it is both in virtue of how its parts ought to relate to the other parts constitutive of 

System_C and in virtue of how System_C ought to relate to itself. We will complicate this Korsgaardian 

picture in 4 by making the case that there is a System_D of which System_C is a part, where this System_D 

is the Brandomian ‘social-linguistic landscape.’ 
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we will win the game. Therefore, I will kick the ball into the net in order 

to win the game. 

The first thing to notice about this account is that the conflicting desires serve as 

suggestions, rather than the impulses of the jumble mentioned in 3.4. One difference 

between a suggestion and an impulse is that a suggestion is essentially intelligible and 

thus something I must be directly aware of, while an impulse is essentially unintelligible 

and thus something I can only be indirectly aware of.13 Korsgaard thinks that the 

essential intelligibility of suggestion “sets us a problem no other animal has, […] For our 

capacity to turn our attention on to our own mental activities [turning our desires into 

suggestions] is also a capacity to distance ourselves from them, and call them into 

question” (Korsgaard, SN, 93).  

But when we’ve distanced ourselves from our desires, shifting from being 

unreflectively subjected to impulses to reflectively subjected to suggestions, we enter a 

dilemma: Which suggestion should we choose? Which one do we have a reason to 

choose? And with this we discover that “the reflective mind cannot settle for perception 

and desire, not just as such. It needs a reason” (Korsgaard, SN, 93). Thus, I may choose 

to kick the ball into the net because of the reason that doing so would gain a point for my 

team, or I may choose to go to the stands to get a funnel cake because of the reason that I 

am hungry. Absent a reason, the reflective mind would be left in stasis and a choice 

would never be made. 

                                                 
13 As I’m using the term, a part of what it is for a suggestion to be a suggestion is for it to be considered. 

Contrarily, an impulse is something that cannot be considered, but can be noticed. For example, if I am 

confronted with a sudden craving for salty licorice and I go on to consider that craving, that is a suggestion. 

If, on the other hand, I notice that my arm is creeping toward the licorice container, that is an impulse.  
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 Concealed in these remarks is another requirement on the reflective mind: It 

depends on the reflector having a conception of herself as someone who is receiving 

these suggestions. It might seem like this requirement is divorced from the ‘reason’ 

requirement discussed above, but in fact they are tightly intermingled. That is, in 

Korsgaard’s view, each of our reasons are intractable from who we take ourselves to be. 

Thus, because reasons are a requirement on the reflective mind, taking oneself to be 

someone is a requirement on the reflective mind. Further, because reasons are required 

for the reflective mind to settle on a suggestion and thus perform an action, taking oneself 

to be someone is required for the reflective mind to settle on a suggestion and thus 

perform an action.  

 Korsgaard thinks that ‘taking oneself to be someone’ amounts to having a 

conception of one’s practical identity, which she defines as “a description under which 

you value yourself, a description under which you find your life to be worth living and 

your actions to be worth undertaking” (Korsgaard, SN, 101). More precisely, for 

Korsgaard, when I choose to kick the ball into the net in order to score a goal, I do so in 

consideration of my identity as a soccer player, where I take it soccer players kick balls 

into nets in order to score goals when they are out on fields, in the middle of games, etc. 

Thus, in choosing to kick the ball into the net in order to score a goal in these 

circumstances, I am conceiving myself as someone who would kick a ball into a net in 

order to score a goal in similar circumstances. 

 So, Korsgaard thinks that in order to perform an action, I must be performing that 

action, and in order for me to be performing that action, I must have a conception of 

myself as someone who would act similarly in similar circumstances. This is a radical 
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claim, for it at least seems that we are able to make choices about how to act without 

committing ourselves to acting similarly in similar circumstances.14 For example, it at 

least seems that I can choose to eat a funnel cake in order to experience gustatory 

pleasure just this one time and never again. 

 Before examining some arguments against particularistic willing, it is worth 

clarifying Korsgaard’s position. First, as we have seen, Korsgaard thinks that in order to 

act on a maxim, the agent must be committed to acting similarly in similar circumstances. 

This is the case even if the maxim of the action is something very specific like ‘kick the 

ball into the net on Ankeny field at noon PST on February 19th, 2018 in order to win the 

game.’ By acting in accordance with this maxim, Korsgaard thinks, the agent is 

committed to acting similarly in similar circumstances, even if the agent will probably 

never find itself in similar circumstances again. Ordinarily, however, our maxims are not 

that specific. Instead, they take a form like ‘kick the ball in order to win the game.’ Here, 

when we act in accordance with that maxim and thus commit ourselves to acting 

similarly in similar circumstances, we are committed to performing that action given that 

we are on a field, on a team, it isn’t halftime, a thunderstorm hasn’t rolled in, and so on. 

Now, it isn’t as if all these circumstances come bundled in with the maxim when we 

perform the action. Instead, when an agent acts in accordance with the maxim, they are 

undertaking a commitment to develop more specific maxims as they encounter novel 

circumstances.15 Korsgaard thinks that engaging in such an undertaking is a part of what 

it is to perform an action. 

                                                 
14 To bridge the gap, because we value our practical identities as our own, we are committed to acting in a 

manner consistent with our practical identities.  
15 To recall footnote 5, we should think of the agent’s commitment less along the lines of discovery and 

more along the lines of creation. That is, the agent’s commitment to developing more specific maxims 
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  With this more complete account of Korsgaard’s position, let’s return to the 

claim that I can choose to eat a funnel cake in order to experience gustatory pleasure just 

this one time and never again. Now, this is not the claim that I can choose to eat a funnel 

cake in order to experience gustatory pleasure just this one time and never again because 

I will never find myself in this particular situation again, for I could still be committed to 

acting similarly in similar circumstances without finding myself in similar circumstances 

ever again. Nor is it the claim that I can choose under a conception of myself as someone 

who acts on impulses when they are confronted with the smells of funnel cakes. If I 

conceived of myself as someone who was ‘impulsive’ in those sorts of situations, and I 

valued that conception of myself, I would be committed to acting ‘impulsively’ in those 

sorts of situations (see Korsgaard, SC, 76).16 Instead, to will particularistically would be 

to act on this desire without thereby committing myself to acting similarly in similar 

circumstances. 

 Korsgaard thinks that the problem with particularistic willing has to do with the 

structure of the reflective mind. Recall that the reflective mind requires an agent to 

conceive of herself as someone who is considering suggestions. In other words, it 

requires the agent to self-identify as something other than her desires, and to treat her 

desires as suggestions for how to act. The problem, then, is that in order to consider my 

desires, I must take those desires to be, in Korsgaard’s words, “representatives of a type” 

                                                 
might be thought of as akin to a budding author’s commitment to telling a story, where the story can go in 

many directions and still be a successful story (and also where a passage of a larger story can stand on its 

own as a different story, as when Dostoevsky’s “The Grand Inquisitor” is published as a standalone piece 

separate from The Brothers Karamazov). Compare this with a picture in which the agent’s commitment to 

increasing the specificity of the maxim is thought of as akin to an entomologist’s commitment to accurately 

documenting the foraging behaviors of a beetle, where success is more cut-and-dry. 
16 Given the nature of impulses, I couldn’t really be committed to acting impulsively. Rather, I could only 

be committed to acting like someone who is impulsive. 
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(Korsgaard, SC, 76). That is, in order to consider whether to act on my desire to eat a 

funnel cake, it isn’t enough that I am subjected to that desire. Instead, I must take that 

desire (the representative) to be a desire to eat a funnel cake (the type), where a type 

encompasses a multiplicity of possible representatives.   

 Now, we might think that a particularistic willer could take their desire to be a 

representative of a type and still choose to act on a desire in all its particularity. We might 

imagine the particularistic willer deliberating as follows:  

This desire is a desire to eat a funnel cake. I shouldn’t act whenever I am 

confronted with a desire to eat funnel cakes, for if I did, I would gain 

weight. However, if I acted on it just this once, it wouldn’t be a big deal. 

Therefore, I will act on it. 

The argument against particularistic willing hinges on what this ‘it’ is. We will find that 

there are two ways we can construe this ‘it.’ Under the first construal, the above piece of 

practical reasoning is in fact the reasoning of a universal willer. Under the second 

construal, the above piece of practical reasoning is devoid of content.  

  To get at the first construal, notice that the reflective mind is first confronted with 

the desire to eat a funnel cake in its full generality. It might later go on to narrow the 

desire down to a very specific desire, but in choosing to act on that very specific desire, it 

would still be committed to acting similarly in similar circumstances. Thus, there is a 

sense in which the reflective mind could choose to act on the ‘it’ from the last paragraph, 

it’s just that the ‘it’ would have to be something like “the desire to eat a funnel cake on 

this particular day at this particular time at this particular location, etc.” Notice that in 

choosing to act on that desire, the reflective mind would still be committed to acting 
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similarly in similar circumstances. It’s just that it would likely never find itself in similar 

circumstances again.  

 According to the second construal, the ‘it’ just picks out the desire that I am 

acting on. That is, the decision takes the form, “therefore, I will act on the desire that I am 

acting on.”  The problem with this construal is that the desire has no content beyond 

being the thing that ‘I’ am acting on.17 Further, recall that in order to choose to act on a 

desire, I must do so in consideration of a practical identity. What sort of practical identity 

would choose to act on a desire that it is acting on? Such a practical identity could be 

nothing over and above the one who is acting on that desire. In other words, the desire 

would be nothing over and above ‘the thing that I am acting on’ and I would be nothing 

over and above ‘the thing that is acting on that desire.’ But in this case the ‘I’ couldn’t be 

separated from the ‘desire,’ for the ‘I’ is just the thing that acts on the ‘desire’ and the 

‘desire’ is just the thing that ‘I’ act on. That is, in order to choose to act on a desire in its 

full particularity, there would be nothing separating me from the desire, which would 

result in a collapse of the reflective mind.18 

 With these observations, we have begun to unearth the roots of the first 

formulation of Kant’s Categorical Imperative: “Act only according to that maxim by 

which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law.” (Kant, 

Groundwork, 4:421). Except, whereas we’ve construed the willed law as holding for the 

                                                 
17 Korsgaard makes a similar point here: “Why can't the particularistic willer keep himself separate from 

his incentives by saying of each of them in turn, 'I am the one who acts on that incentive,' as it were, 

mentally pointing, since he cannot regard the incentive as a type and therefore cannot give it a name? That 

mental pointing is the problem. For what can he mean by 'that incentive'? Simply, 'the one I am acting on 

now.' So his thought would be 'I am the one who is acting on the incentive I am acting on now.' Obviously, 

the thought lacks content." (Korsgaard, SC, 76). 
18 This collapse is much like the collapse we saw in our discussion of the hypothetical imperative in 3.3. 

That is, in failing to separate myself from my incentives, I would be rendered a jumble of impulses, which 

because of the Aristotelean metaphysic, is nothing at all.  
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agent alone, Kant construes the willed law as holding for all agents. In the following 

paragraphs, we will find that underpinning this distinction is a difference in self-

conception: In the first case, the agent conceives of itself as a unitary rational being 

persisting through time, while in the second, the agent conceives of itself as one rational 

being among many like rational beings.  

 As a point of clarification, there are three ‘tiers’ or ‘levels’ at play here, running 

as follows: 

1) ‘I’ am a ‘mere heap,’ subject to the impulses of the moment.19 

 

2) I am a solitary rational being persisting through time. That is, me-five-

minutes-ago is the same as me-five-minutes-from-now. 

 

3) I am one rational agent among many. That is, I am Nik and you are Jude 

and they are Sally, Richard, and Smith. We all have different practical 

identities, but we are all in the end rational agents. 

 

We’ve found that in order for an action to properly be an action, the agent cannot 

conceive of itself as (1). In fact, the agent cannot even hope to conceive of itself as (1), 

for even if it thought it was, it would in fact be confused and would be conceiving of 

itself as (2). We can make a similar argument for (2) and (3); that is, we can make the 

case that even if an agent thought it was conceiving of itself as (2), it would in fact be 

confused and would be conceiving of itself as (3). 

 Now, to make this argument, we simply need to examine the structure of practical 

reasoning thus far developed. We have seen that when an agent chooses to act in 

                                                 
19 It was pointed out to me that (1) conceals a distinction between (1a) a toaster or fire alarm, and (1b) a 

defective agent not persisting through time. Certainly, such a distinction exists, but as a matter of 

demarcation it isn’t useful here. This is because there are degrees of defectiveness, and once an agent is 

sufficiently defective, they are for all intents and purposes no different from a fire alarm. Of course, I 

should be careful, for the difference between (1a) and (1b) has enormous implications vis-à-vis the 

treatment of the mentally impaired. The question of where the line should be drawn for humane treatment 

of the mentally impaired is a heated topic of debate existing largely between the margins of (1a) and (1b).  
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accordance with a maxim, they do so through consideration of a practical identity such 

that they take it that so long as they had that practical identity they would act similarly. 

But who is this ‘they’ that has that practical identity? It couldn’t be this particular 

practical identity, for the ‘they’ could also take on other practical identities and still be 

one and the same ‘they.’ For example, last summer they may have had the practical 

identity of a teacher’s assistant, but now they have the practical identity of a student. The 

‘they’ that had the practical identity of a teacher’s assistant is the same ‘they’ that now 

has the practical identity of a student. The ‘they’ takes on practical identities like these 

because it needs reasons to be what it is, but we should be careful not to confuse what it 

is with the practical identities that it takes on. We should also be careful not to be led into 

thinking that it is other than you or them, for just as it exists prior to its practical 

identities, so too it exists prior to anything that might individuate it from others.2021 We 

might call it a rational agent, so long as we recognize it as one among many. 

 Hence, when an agent chooses to act in accordance with a maxim, they do so 

through consideration of a practical identity such that they take it that any rational agent 

with that practical identity would choose similarly. For example, when I choose to act on 

the maxim ‘kick the ball into the net in order to score a goal,’ I am doing so in 

consideration of the practical identity of a soccer player, and I take it that anyone who 

                                                 
20 The claim being made here is that prior to, for example, this pencil being distinguished from that pencil 

by virtue of spatial location, etc., the pencils are identical because they serve the functions of pencils. This 

accords with our (basically deontic) functional account for essence, where what it is to be a pencil is to 

serve the proper function of a pencil. In order to individuate pencils from one another by virtue of their 

spatial locations, we would need to be thinking about them in alethic terms as entities that are truly here 

and are truly not here.  
21 By ‘prior,’ I do not mean temporal or ordinal priority, for rational agency emerges out of action, and in 

order to act one must do so through consideration of some practical identity. The priority might instead be 

thought of as conceptual, in the sense that the “I” can take on many different practical identities, but it is 

always one and the same “I”.  
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was a soccer player would choose similarly in similar circumstances. What we need to 

notice is that the fact that I am that soccer player doesn’t factor into my choice. Rather, 

my choice to act on the maxim and thus make myself into a soccer player has to do with 

the fact that any rational agent with that practical identity would choose similarly in 

similar circumstances.  

 Thus, we’ve found that the conception of myself from which I am engaging in 

practical reasoning is one in which I am one rational agent among many. This standpoint 

is impartial insofar as the first-person pronoun is merely incidental. That is, it isn’t as if 

anyone who was a soccer player would choose similarly unless I am that soccer player. 

Rather, anyone who was a soccer player would choose similarly regardless of who that 

soccer player is. To recall 3.2, we might say that choosing to act on the maxim ‘kick the 

ball in order to get it into the net’ in those circumstances fits with the practical identity of 

a soccer player, where the fitting relationship doesn’t have to do with whether the soccer 

player is me or you. 
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4: The Publicity of Action 

 As we saw in our discussion of John and Suzy in 3.2, the social-linguistic practice 

of giving and asking for reasons plays a role in action. Given what we’ve learned up to 

this point, it might seem like this participation is merely incidental to what it is to be an 

action. Throughout the course of 4, however, we will find that such social-linguistic 

practices are essential in a deep way to what it is to be an action. To begin this task, I will 

spend 4.1 sketching these social-linguistic practices from the ground up, beginning with 

an analogy between a speech act and a chess move before moving on to a discussion of 

the sociality of practices. Following this, in 4.2, I will examine practical reasoning 

through a Brandomian lens, drawing several parallels between Korsgaard and Brandom 

along the way. This discussion will involve the introduction of institutional norms, which 

I will then go on to give a normative pragmatic account of in 4.3.  

4.1: The Social-Linguistic Landscape in Which Action Resides 

To set the scene for a discourse on the sociality of action, I will sketch Brandom’s 

inferentialist semantics and normative pragmatics. In rough: Inferentialist semantics is 

the view that the meaningfulness of an utterance consists in nothing over and above 

norm-governed inferential moves, while normative pragmatics is the view that the norms 

governing those inferential moves are fully accountable in terms of the deontic 

scorekeeping practices of ascribing and undertaking commitments and entitlements 

(Brandom, MIE, 132-134, 93-94). 



26 

To unpack these doubtlessly foggy claims, we will follow a long tradition of 

starting from elementary principles and working our way up.22 Thus, we will attempt to 

make sense of inferentialist semantics in 4.1.1 by introducing the basic unit of the speech 

act, taken to be distinguished from the mere sound discussed in the introduction. From 

there, we will draw an analogy between a speech act and a move made in a game of 

chess; in both cases there is a broader background of rules against which the speech act 

or chess move must be considered in order to properly count as a speech act or a chess 

move. After having made this analogy, we will then turn to normative pragmatics in 

4.1.2, introducing the elementary attitude-status pairs before going to on examine a few 

arguments for the fundamental sociality of practices.  

4.1.1: A Primer to Inferentialist Semantics 

 

 Speech acts, like the actions we discussed in 3, are not motions with mental 

causes.23 Nor are they even motions caused by language users. Instead, to properly 

unpack what a speech act is, we will need to begin by drawing an analogy with a move 

made in a game of chess. Take the move picked out by ‘Rh8-h5,’ that is ‘Rook from h8 to 

h5.’ In order for this move to properly count as a chess move, what is needed? Well, 

among other things, there shouldn’t be a piece at h7, nor should the same-colored king at 

d3 be in check. If a move was made given either of these board configurations, we would 

ordinarily say it ‘breaks the rules of chess’ and, perhaps, wonder to ourselves whether it 

                                                 
22 Adherents to this tradition in the Philosophy of Language include Wittgenstein, who in the Philosophical 

Investigations introduced the rudimentary ‘slab language’ in order demonstrate the foundational principles 

of a use-theory of meaning. 
23 Here I am using ‘motions’ as a catch-all for noises, movements, and all those other mysterious 

‘sensibles’ that we think ourselves so well acquainted with. 
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was some other kind of move, say a kess move. Furthermore, notice that if this move 

opened up an impending checkmate, we might say ‘that’s a bad chess move.’24 

 The key take-aways from the above are 1) that a chess move is only a chess move 

when considered against a broader background, one picked out by what are called ‘the 

rules of chess,’ and 2) that a chess move can be good or bad, indicating that there is a 

normative dimension to the concept of a chess move. These two observations will serve 

as the bedrock for how we understand a speech act: It can only be understood against the 

backdrop of a broader whole, and it has a normative dimension. Further, we can unite 

these two dimensions of a speech act by recalling the Aristotelean functional account of 

essence, where what it is to be something is to serve its proper function within a broader 

system. That is, a speech act is only a speech act insofar as it behaves and relates to other 

states in a larger system of which it is a part in the way it ought to. 

To illustrate the above, imagine that I perform the speech act ‘pass the salt’ while 

sitting in a concert hall during the finale of Beethoven’s 9th. In such a setting, this 

utterance is bound to evoke shushes from fellow audience members. If I persist in 

performing gastronomic speech acts, it is likely that I would be escorted out of the 

performance and perhaps brought to a hospital for psychiatric treatment. The key point 

here is that the speech act ‘pass the salt’ uttered during the finale of Beethoven’s 9th is 

bad as the act of requesting the salt. If, on the other hand, I was seated at a table during a 

                                                 
24 It might seem like we are discussing two categories here: First, there are moves that fail to be chess 

moves because they break the rules of chess. Second, there are chess moves that are bad chess moves 

because, for example, they set one up to be checkmated. In fact, because of the Aristotelean metaphysic 

that underpins this paper, members of both categories fit on the same continuum. That is, a bad chess move 

(in the sense of being a move that sets one up to be checkmated) is also less of a chess move than a good 

chess move. Further, a kess move in which white moves her rook from h8 to h5 while a piece is at h7 is 

also a bad chess move. Such a kess move is worse than all the bad chess moves that don’t break what are 

ordinarily called ‘the rules of chess,’ but it is still a bad chess move.  
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dinner party with a salt shaker sitting on the opposite end of the table, the speech act 

would be good as the act of requesting salt.2526 

 Returning to the chess analogy, notice that after we’ve performed a chess move, 

what counts as a chess move changes. That is, whereas before moving my black rook to 

h5, moving my black pawn to c6 would have counted as a chess move (let’s say), 

afterwards it would not have, for now it would be my opponent’s turn to move, and so the 

only chess moves would involve white pieces. Thus, we find that what counts as a chess 

move at one moment in a game of chess might not count as a chess move at the next, for 

what counts as a chess move now depends on what chess moves were made earlier. We 

can say the same for the speech acts taken to be a part of a practice, where this notion of 

a practice parallels the chess game in our example. That is, what counts as a speech act as 

part of a practice at one moment (or, more generally, under different conditions) might 

not count as a speech act as part of that same practice at the next.  

To take one example, the speech act ‘pass the salt’ uttered during a dinner party 

(this is our practice) would be good as the act of requesting salt until after the salt has 

been passed. If I persisted in performing the speech act ‘pass the salt’ while pouring salt 

onto my potatoes, the speech act would be bad as the act of requesting the salt. Now, it 

may be good as a speech act that is part of a different practice, say the practice of making 

nonsense noises, but that is not the practice of having a dinner party.  

 In addition to speech acts being what they are in virtue of relating to extra-

linguistic circumstances as they ought to, speech acts are what they are in virtue of 

                                                 
25 To recall footnote 22, we should be careful to recognize that saying a speech act is bad to some degree is 

the same as saying that a speech act is defective to some degree. 
26 The speech act ‘pass the salt’ uttered during the finale of Beethoven’s 9th is both bad and defective as the 

act of requesting the salt because, among other things, it is inefficacious. 
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relating to intra-linguistic circumstances as they ought to. For example, the speech act 

‘the Chicago Bulls won last night’ uttered in the midst of a conversation about basketball 

(a practice) would have a different status than that same speech act uttered in the midst of 

a conversation about theoretical physics (a different practice). The speech act ‘the 

Chicago Bulls won last night’ would be good as a speech act uttered as part of the 

practice of conversing about basketball, while it would be bad as a speech act uttered as 

part of the practice of conversing about theoretical physics. Of course, as we will go on to 

see, the speech act ‘the Chicago Bulls won last night’ might have the effect of shifting the 

conversation to one about basketball.  

4.1.2: A Primer to Normative Pragmatics 

 

 As a first step towards making sense of the social practices that give rise to the 

norms governing inferences, we will turn to the participants taking part in these practices. 

Take John and Suzy, now participants in our game of chess. These participants, we might 

say, are holding each other accountable for the goings on in the game of chess.27 Thus, 

Suzy attributes to John an entitlement to moving his rook to h5, such that when John 

makes that move, she will not ask him to take the move back (among other things).28 

After moving his rook, Suzy might notice that John’s pieces are placed in such a way 

that, unless she finds some clever moves, he could checkmate her in two turns. We might 

                                                 
27 The account of practical commitments and entitlements to follow is a simplification which will be 

rectified in 4.2-4.4.  
28 Along with practical commitments like these, there are also doxastic commitments. In rough, we might 

say that practical commitments correspond to intentions, doxastic commitments correspond to beliefs, 

practical entitlements correspond to warrants to act, and doxastic entitlements correspond to warrants to 

believe. Why the unusual terminology? Because Brandom is trying to sketch a picture in which intentions 

and beliefs are basically social normative statuses, rather than private mental states. The hope is that by 

suggestively shifting the terms of the discourse, a conceptual shift will result. 
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say that Suzy attributes to John a commitment to checkmating her, such that she would be 

surprised if he didn’t make those chess moves (again, among other things). 

To employ some technical jargon, commitments and entitlements like those above 

are normative statuses which are instituted by practical attitudes like attributing, 

undertaking, and acknowledging. Together, these form elementary practices which we 

might call ‘attitude-status pairs’, one example of which would be ‘John ascribes Suzy a 

commitment to playing chess’, which would involve speech acts and other norm-

governed doings. I’ve called these ‘elementary’ because, for Brandom, the attitude-status 

pairs that they form are the basic building blocks of all the complex practices that we 

engage in.29 The power of this claim comes from noticing, among other things, that if all 

practices are built out of attitude-status pairs, then whatever conditions there are on 

attitude-status pairs are also conditions on practices.  

One such condition, which we might dub the ‘sociality condition’, arises from the 

priority that ascriptions have over undertakings. That is—and this claim might seem 

radical—what it is for John to undertake a commitment to win the game is for someone to 

ascribe to him the undertaking of the commitment to win the game. Hence, if practices 

are built out of the elementary attitude-status pairs, all practices must have a plurality of 

participants.30 The roots of this claim are to be found in Wittgenstein, but they have since 

been weaved into the arguments of many contemporary figures. Brandom, in Making it 

                                                 
29 The skeptical might have the nagging sense that such wide applicability only points to the thinness of the 

concepts. Given that we were engaged in an investigation of the differences between practices, such 

thinness would certainly become apparent, for simply stringing along statuses and attitudes would tell us 

nothing about what distinguishes chess from soccer. This points to the fact that these statuses and attitudes 

are not divorceable from circumstance: One does not merely ‘undertake a commitment,’ but rather 

undertakes a commitment to something, where this involves lots of particular norm-governed doings.  
30 Something that trips people up about claims like this is that they construe ‘a plurality of participants’ as a 

plurality of bodies. This isn’t quite what is meant, for self-ascription also involves two (the self that is 

ascribing and the self that is the recipient of the ascription).  
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Explicit, makes the argument largely by tracing Dennett’s writings on the intentional 

stance. In the following paragraphs, I will trace Brandom’s tracing of Dennett. 

 As a first step towards understanding the fundamental sociality of practices, we 

will introduce the Dennettian notions of an ‘intentional system’ and the corresponding 

‘intentional stance.’ Something is an intentional system when it has intentional states, 

which for the time being we will follow Dennett in calling ‘beliefs’ and ‘desires.’31 The 

intentional stance, then, involves offering “an intentional explanation of [an intentional 

system’s] behavior, by attributing intentional states to it” (Brandom, MIP, 55). Thus, for 

example, Suzy might adopt the intentional stance with respect to John such that she 

would attribute to him 1) a ‘belief’ that the cup in his hand contains hot chocolate, which 

he could drink if he lifted the cup to his lips, and 2) a ‘desire’ to drink the hot chocolate. 

But notice that this isn’t the whole story, for in adopting the intentional stance, Suzy is 

also taking it that someone with those ‘beliefs’ and ‘desires’ has a reason to lift the cup to 

their lips in order to drink the hot chocolate. That is, the intentional stance is normative 

such that one who has adopted it takes it that someone with those ‘beliefs’ and ‘desires’ 

has reason to act in that way. This normative dimension is needed for, among other 

things, the one taking the intentional stance to make predictions about an intentional 

system’s behavior. To quote Brandom: “In order to derive predictions of actual behavior 

from attributions of intentional states, it is necessary to add the assumption that the 

subject to which those states are attributed is rational [in the sense that they act as they 

rationally ought to given their intentional states]” (Brandom, MIP, 57).32 

                                                 
31 Our use of ‘beliefs’ and ‘desires' here suggests that we are speaking about private mental states. This is 

our starting presumption, which Dennett shows to be mistaken.  
32 One doesn’t have to take the subject to have good reasons to act in order to make predictions about their 

behaviors, but merely to have reasons to act. Taking the subject to have reasons to act, even if they are bad 
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 The move which leads us to the fundamental sociality of practices, and thus 

Brandom’s whole terminological and conceptual shift, is Dennett’s claim that “there is no 

room for a distinction between actually being an intentional system and being 

appropriately treated as one” (Brandom, MIP, 57). That is, what it is to be an intentional 

system, in Dennett’s view, is to be the recipient of the intentional stance, or equivalently, 

to be treated as an intentional system. This is the move which motivates Brandom to shift 

away from talk about beliefs and desires to talk about commitments and entitlements, 

which are social normative statuses rather than private mental states.33 Further, it is what 

motivates the claim that normative statuses are derived from practical attitudes, as 

opposed to being pre-existent entities which practical attitudes are directed towards. 

We can make further sense of these claims by noticing that if an ‘agent’ (here, 

equivalent to the intentional system above) engaged in a practice in isolation from other 

scorekeepers, whatever act the ‘agent’ took to be part of that practice would be part of 

that practice, and thus there would be no way for the ‘agent’ to be wrong about whether 

an act was part of the practice, which would neutralize both the act and the practice.3435 

                                                 
reasons, is still taking a normative stance. Roughly: Given the subject’s beliefs and desires, they ought to 

act in these ways. Given the subject’s beliefs, desires, and my knowledge that their beliefs are false, they 

ought to act in these ways. The first ‘ought’ is needed to make predictions about behavior, while the second 

isn’t. 
33 As we will see in 4.2, it is also the move which leads Brandom to the Korsgaardian view that taking an 

action to be an action doesn’t involve ascribing private mental states like desires or beliefs, but rather 

involves ‘undertaking a doxastic commitment to’ / ‘having a conception of’ the ‘social status’ / ‘practical 

identity’ of the agent.  
34 If the shift in terminology is confusing, we are taking the ‘intentional statuses’ in the previous paragraphs 

to be equivalent to the ‘practices’ discussed in the last section such that in both cases we evaluate 

individual acts according to them. That is, just as we say that someone had a reason to do x because they 

have the intentional status y, we say that someone has a reason to do x because they are engaged in the 

practice y.  
35 The scorekeeper is just an individual ‘keeping track of’ the normative statuses of the rational agents (who 

are also scorekeepers) around her, where this involves taking practical attitudes with respect to normative 

statuses. We might recall 4.1.2, when Suzy attributes to John a commitment to checkmating her. If John 

stood up and left, Suzy would then revise the score by, perhaps, attributing to John a commitment to 

leaving the game. The locution makes sense when we notice that if Suzy attributed John a commitment to 

checkmating her, then making the chess move ‘Rh8-h5’ (where this move puts pressure on the king) would 
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What is needed to make the act a part of a practice is a scorekeeper to take it as such, and 

thus to hold the agent responsible for acting in the way they should. To recall the 

functional account of essence, if the ‘agent’ was isolated from other scorekeepers, the 

‘ought’ that figures into making the act and practice into an act and practice would 

instead play the role of an ‘is,’ such that the act and practice would just be whatever 

happens to occur.  

 We have already seen a claim much like this in our discussion of Korsgaard’s 

notion of the reflective mind in 3.4. There we found that in identifying with something 

other than our incentives, we take that incentive to be a representative of a type, where 

this is an inherently normative stance. The parallel here is that the scorekeeper who is 

other than the agent takes that act to be part of a practice, where this is also an inherently 

normative stance. Further, just as the reflective mind collapses when the agent fails to 

distance itself from its incentives, an agent loses its status as an agent when it ‘acts’ in 

isolation from scorekeepers. To speak loosely, we might say that the common thread is 

that normativity depends on distance, either of the reflective or the intersubjective 

varieties. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
be good as part of that practice. If, on the other hand, she attributed to John a commitment to leaving the 

game, then making that chess move would be bad as part of that practice.  
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4.2: Structures of Practical Reasoning 

 In this section, we will examine a few of the implications of Brandom’s normative 

pragmatics on practical reasoning. To do so, we will return to the example first 

encountered in 3.5: 

I am out on the field when I experience the conflicting desires to eat a 

funnel cake and to get the ball into the net. If I kick the ball into the net, 

we will win the game. Therefore, I will kick the ball into the net in order 

to win the game. 

Our question is how we get from ‘If I kick the ball into the net, we will win the game’ to 

‘Therefore, I will kick the ball into the net in order to win the game.’ In 3.5, we bridged 

the gap by introducing the notion of a practical identity and making the case that I choose 

to get the ball into the net under a conception of myself as a soccer player such that I take 

it anyone who was a soccer player would choose similarly in similar circumstances. In 

this section, we will arrive at a parallel conclusion, except with the additional layer of 

Brandom’s normative pragmatics. 

  According to Brandom, taking an action to be an action involves 1) the 

scorekeeper undertaking a doxastic commitment as to the agent’s social status (equivalent 

to Korsgaard’s practical identities), and 2) the scorekeeper taking it that those with that 

social status are subjected to these institutional norms (Brandom calls this “endorsing a 

pattern of practical reasoning”) (Brandom, AN&PR, 15).36 Thus, the scorekeeper 

undertakes the doxastic commitment that such-and-such is a soccer player and that soccer 

players take it that they ought to kick the ball into the net in order to win the game, and so 

                                                 
36 Notice the direct parallels to the Korsgaardian claim that in order for an action to be an action, I must act 

under a ‘conception’ of my practical identity, such that anyone with that identity would choose similarly in 

similar circumstances. 
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on. To quote Brandom, “what matters is the scorekeeper's undertaking of a commitment 

to A's occupying the status, rather than A's acknowledgment of that commitment” 

(Brandom, AN&PR, 16).37  

 Given the Aristotelean functional account of essence, (2) is already built into (1). 

This is because, within that framework, norms are themselves constitutive of what it is to 

be something, and this holds for both those that are subjected to norms and those that are 

subjected to conceptions of norms. Thus, a soccer player is a soccer player only insofar as 

they are subjected to these institutional norms. Consequently, if I’ve taken you to be a 

soccer player, I’ve already taken you to take it that you ought to act in these ways. Were 

you to not take it that you ought to act in these ways, you would either be a bad soccer 

player or not a soccer player at all.38 

The institutional norms constitutive of social statuses are just one among the 

many norms that go into making a rational agent a rational agent. Thus, in 3.4, we found 

that a rational agent is necessitated by a hypothetical imperative (equivalently: 

instrumental norms), and in 3.5, we found that a rational agent is necessitated by the 

categorical imperative (equivalently: unconditional norms). Within Brandom’s normative 

pragmatic picture, each of these types of norms pick out different ‘patterns of practical 

reasoning,’ such that in order for a scorekeeper to take an action to be an action, they 

must undertake a doxastic commitment to the agent’s status as a rational agent and 

                                                 
37 We might recall Suzy and John from 3.2, where John takes Suzy’s response that she is ‘typing in order to 

stretching her fingers’ to be a bad reason. What is happening here, we now find, is that John has undertaken 

a doxastic commitment to Suzy’s occupying the status of someone for whom typing on a laptop is a bad 

reason to stretch their fingers, while Suzy hasn’t acknowledged that commitment (assuming she wasn’t 

joking).  
38 This points to the fact that a mere body out on a field wearing cleats and moving in a manner resembling 

the ways a soccer player moves isn’t a soccer player. For me to take you to be a soccer player, and thus for 

you to be a soccer player, is for me to take it that you take it that you ought to do these things.  
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endorse patterns of practical reasoning characteristic of rational agents. This is in addition 

to undertaking a doxastic commitment to the agent’s social status and endorsing the 

patterns of practical reasoning characteristic of one with that social status. 

 We can summarize what we’ve found thus far as follows: When a scorekeeper 

construes a kicking motion as an action, they are undertaking a doxastic commitment to 

the effect that the agent has the social status of a soccer player (say), where soccer 

players take it that they ought to, among other things, kick balls into nets in order to score 

goals (this is endorsing a pattern of practical reasoning). Further, they are undertaking a 

doxastic commitment to the effect that the agent is a rational agent, where rational agents 

are necessitated by instrumental and unconditional norms (again, endorsing patterns of 

practical reasoning). A consequence of this picture is that construing a kicking motion as 

an action involves turning to the source of the motion and asking what sort of thing that 

source is. If the scorekeeper takes the source to be the sort of thing that is subjected to 

institutional, instrumental, and unconditional norms (and perhaps others), then that 

motion is an action, and the source is a rational agent with some social status. 

4.3: The Shaping of Institutional Norms 

  We have found that Brandom’s social statuses and Korsgaard’s practical 

identities play parallel roles in their respective accounts of action. That is, while for 

Brandom construing an action as an action involves undertaking a doxastic commitment 

as to the social status of the agent (oneself or others), for Korsgaard construing an action 

as an action involves having a conception of the practical identity of the agent (oneself or 

others). Further, for both Brandom and Korsgaard, construing an action as an action 

involves taking it that those with the social status / practical identity of the agent take it 
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that they ought to act in these ways. Despite the overlap, Brandom departs from 

Korsgaard in tracing the origins of social statuses / practical identities to social practices 

as opposed to the first-personal determinations of the agent. In this section, I will sketch 

Brandom’s position and compare it with Korsgaard’s.  

 As we saw with practices like chess games in 4.1.1, social statuses are constituted 

out of institutional norms that are in turn the products of the intersubjective practices of 

ascribing and undertaking commitments and entitlements. Even though these practices 

start off as third-personal ascriptions, Brandom thinks individuals ‘internalize’ them, such 

that they shape their patterns of deliberation (Brandom, MIE, 231). For example, the 

scorekeeper that takes the encleated one out there on the field to have the social status of 

a soccer player and thus to take it that they ought to act in these ways has internalized a 

set of intersubjective practices. These intersubjective practices often involve 

vocalizations (as when a soccer coach says, ‘you can’t touch the ball with your hands!’ to 

a group of kids), but we can imagine them involving bodily movements (as when that 

coach demonstrates how to dribble the ball by doing so).39  

  A consequence of this picture is that a scorekeeper cannot have ‘their own private 

sense’ of the norms that are constitutive of the social status of a soccer player. That is, 

they cannot hold that soccer players take it that they ought to dig holes in fields in search 

of gold if none of the social practices in which they have been a participant involve 

commitments and entitlements to that effect. However, because within the intersubjective 

space of reasons acts of endorsement are prior to evaluations of the goodness of the 

                                                 
39 The idea that first-personal deliberation is the internalization of third-personal ascription would account 

for the parallelisms discussed near the end of 4.1.2. It would also account for why philosophers from Plato 

to Hume to Kant to Hegel tended to personify the parts of the reflective mind. 
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inferences endorsed, the agent can instigate shifts in the social landscape by so acting. 

They may, for example, assert “I heard that the original soccer players dug holes in fields 

in search of gold” or they may don cleats and wander out into the field with a shovel in 

search of gold.40 Because of the authority that is essential to rational agency, so long as 

the one acting exists in the intersubjective space of reasons, which for Brandom simply 

requires them to be taken to be rational (recall the discourse on Dennett in 4.2.2), such 

acts would have some effect in shifting the social landscape.41  

 Korsgaard’s alternative picture is one in which in “ratifying and rejecting our 

potential motives, which we do whenever we act, we give shape to our own identities and 

become the authors of ourselves” [emphasis mine] (Korsgaard, SC&I, 1-2). Now, 

although the agent gives shape to their own practical identities, Korsgaard thinks that 

these determinations are restrained by circumstances outside the control of the agent. In 

Korsgaard’s words: 

“The initial materials with which we work in constructing our particular 

identities come to us in all sorts of random ways.  The genetic lottery 

assigns you a family, as well as the basic abilities and capacities that 

determine which activities you will be drawn to. The accidents of 

geographical and cultural proximity determine who your friends and 

associates are, and they in turn determine which groups you regard 

yourself as a member of, which causes you ally yourself with, and so 

forth” (Korsgaard, SC&I, 5).  

                                                 
40 Such ‘acts’ may be heteronymous or deliberate. If they were deliberate, the agent might choose them in 

light of the practical identity of a liar, performance artist, or revolutionary, but they couldn’t choose them in 

light of the practical identity of a soccer player (at least, not yet).  
41 Of course, more than likely the new social landscape would be one in which the agent is no longer a 

participant. That is, they’d likely find themselves locked away in a psychiatric ward.  
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Korsgaard thinks that much of the shaping is a matter of making these disparate, often 

heterogenous, ‘materials’ cohere into a unified whole. Failure to do so would, in 

Korsgaard’s view, undermine one’s integrity as a rational agent.42 

 Despite the requirement that rational agents make these ‘materials’ cohere, 

Korsgaard does think that “how you construct yourself if really up to you” (Korsgaard, 

SC&I, 9). In fact, it must be up to you, for if you ‘acted’ as a soccer player without 

having weaved that identity into your self-conception, then you wouldn’t really be the 

cause of your dribbling the ball down the field and kicking it into the net. That is, within 

Korsgaard’s picture, an action is only an action when it is caused by an agent that is the 

‘author’ of its own practical identities (Korsgaard, SC&I, 2). 

 We can provisionally characterize the differences between Brandom and 

Korsgaard as follows: For Brandom, social statuses / practical identities emerge out of 

social practices, even if they would later be internalized as first-personal patterns of 

deliberation. Further, for Brandom, agents instigate shifts in the social landscape by 

acting, giving rise to new social statuses / practical identities which would later be 

internalized as first-personal patterns of deliberation. For Korsgaard, on the other hand, 

the ‘materials’ out of which social statuses / practical identities are shaped come about in 

‘all sorts of random ways’ (geographic/cultural proximity, genetic background, etc.), but 

the shaping itself takes place in first-personal deliberations about how to act. 

 

 

                                                 
42 These remarks clearly have the Aristotelean metaphysic discussed over the course of 3 as their 

foundation. 
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5: Closing Remarks 

 Over the course of this work we have approached an answer to the question ‘what 

is an action?’ from both Korsgaardian and Brandomian angles. The Korsgaardian angle 

took as its starting point the first-personal deliberations of an agent, while the 

Brandomian angle took as its starting point the third-personal ascriptions of a plurality of 

agents. Despite the evident divide between these two starting points, we found that they 

converged on the same general picture: For both Korsgaard and Brandom, a motion is an 

action if it is caused by an agent who is subjected to instrumental, unconditional, and 

institutional norms.  

 Korsgaard’s ‘inside-out’ arrival at this conclusion and Brandom’s ‘outside-in’ 

arrival at this same conclusion points towards the possibility of a synthesis of these two 

pictures. The ‘Matryoshka doll’ type synthesis that I find most attractive is one in which 

the first-personal deliberations discussed over the course of 3 are ‘internalized’ forms of 

the third-personal ascriptions discussed over the course of 4. That is, prior to first-

personal deliberations about how I should act, there are third-personal ascriptions about 

how you should act. In addition to accounting for the philosophical tendency to personify 

the parts of the reflective mind, such a genealogical claim would open up the possibility 

that the reflective mind can take all the variegated forms that social practices can. That is, 

there would be no conditions on being a rational agent engaged in rational reflection 

about how to act beyond those that parallel, and are ultimately derived from, the 

conditions on being a participant in social practices.
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