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Abstract: Our purpose in this paper is to contribute to a practice-based characterization 

of scientific inference. We want to explore whether Brandom’s pragmatist-inferentialist 

framework can suitably accommodate several types of ampliative inference common in 

scientific reasoning and explanation (probabilistic reasoning, abduction and idealisation). 

First, we argue that Brandom’s view of induction in terms of merely permissive 

inferences is inadequate; in order to overcome the shortcoming of Brandom’s proposal, 

we put forward an alternative conception of inductive, probabilistic reasoning by appeal 

to the notion of degrees of commitment. Moreover, we examine the sorts of inferential 

commitments operative in other types of ampliative inferences, such as abduction or 

reasoning involving idealizations and assumptions. We suggest that agents engaging in 

these forms of reasoning often undertake restricted inferential commitments, whose scope 

and reach are more limited that in the case of the commitments associated with full 

beliefs.      
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Our purpose in this paper is to contribute to a practice-based characterization of 

ampliative inferential practices. We want to explore whether Robert Brandom’s 

pragmatist inferentialism (1994, 2000, 2008) can suitably accommodate some forms of 

ampliative inference characteristic of scientific reasoning and explanation. In particular, 

we aim to discuss the shortcomings of Brandom’s conception of inductive inference, and 

to sketch a way of developing a satisfactory account of inductive, probabilistic reasoning, 

and other ampliative forms of inference within a pragmatist-inferentialist framework. 

Brandom’s inferentialism is a theory of content according to which the content of 

propositions is determined by their inferential connections with other propositions 

(Brandom 1994, ch. 2). In turn, Brandom (1994, ch. 3) provides a pragmatic account of 

what it is for propositions to stand in inferential relations. More specifically, in order for 

discursive moves (paradigmatically, assertions) to express inferentially articulated 

propositions, such moves have to play a certain role in argumentative practices of giving 

and asking for reasons. Thus, expressing propositions that stand in inferential connections 

is a matter of occupying a suitable place in a socio-normative practice.  

In this way, Brandom offers a practice-based analysis of inferential links. This 

normative-pragmatic account of inferential practices is the aspect of Brandom’s views we 

will focus on (rather than on his inferentialist semantics). Brandom’s proposal should be 

appealing for those with general pragmatist inclinations, since it promises to account for 

inferential patterns by appeal to what agents do when reasoning and arguing. Moreover, 

it is interesting to examine whether Brandom’s practice-based proposal affords a 

satisfactory characterization of the different types of inferences, overcoming the 

limitations of approaches that focus exclusively on the formal and structural features of 

the relevant inferences. In particular, we will discuss whether Brandom’s normative-

pragmatic framework allows for a suitable practice-based account of ampliative 



 

 

inference, which avoids the shortcomings of formalist proposals (for discussion of such 

shortcomings, see Norton 2003, 2010).   

 Brandom analyses practices of giving and asking for reasons in terms of two basic 

deontic statuses, commitment and entitlement (roughly equivalent to obligation and 

permission). The commitments and entitlements attributable to an agent constitute what 

Brandom calls her deontic score (see Brandom 1994, ch. 3). This score gets updated after 

the agent performs some discursive move, for instance after she makes an assertion. The 

content expressed by the discursive move in question codifies how the score is to be 

updated. In this way, contents are characterized by Brandom by their updating potential 

– by their impact on the deontic score of agents. More specifically, the updating potential 

of some content is determined by its inferential connections with other contents. When 

an agent undertakes a commitment to some proposition (say, by asserting it), she also 

becomes committed to other propositions entailed by the first one. Likewise, an 

entitlement to a commitment to some proposition will bring entitlement to further 

propositions inferentially derivable from it. For example, if I am committed to endorsing 

the proposition ‘The house is empty,’ I will also be committed to endorsing ‘Jane is not 

in the house.’ In turn, an agent can vindicate her entitlement to a commitment to this last 

proposition by appealing to her entitlement to the first one.  

It is crucial for Brandom’s project, therefore, to offer an adequate account of our 

reasoning and argumentative practices, since it is these practices that give rise to the 

expression of inferentially articulated propositional contents. In particular, Brandom 

needs to take into consideration forms of reasoning beyond formally valid inferences. 

This is so because formally valid inferences are good just by virtue of the logical 

vocabulary they involve, independently of the specific contents of their non-logical bits. 

Thus, if one wants to characterize inferentially the content associated with non-logical 



 

 

vocabulary, one has to consider inferences that are not formally good, but that are made 

good by the content of the (non-logical) concepts they involve – that is, materially good 

inferences (like the inference about the empty house mentioned above). One could expect 

that by shifting the focus away from formal validity, Brandom would examine in detail 

ampliative inferences. However, he does not devote a lot of time to discussing the 

distinctive features of inductive reasoning and, in general, he does not have much to say 

about many of the types of ampliative inference that are common in science. Brandom 

works with a rather schematic picture of our practices of giving and asking for reasons 

and he does not stop to analyze in detail the differences between, say, several forms of 

induction, abduction, statistical inference, probability judgments, etc. Moreover, what he 

does say specifically about induction is, we want to argue, problematic.  

Our purpose here is to enrich Brandom’s schematic picture of our inferential 

practices, so as to make room in it for the forms of reasoning typical of scientific practice. 

In this way, our main goal is constructive rather than critical, even if we will indicate 

those places where we think that Brandom’s views are lacking. By integrating scientific 

reasoning and argumentation within a general pragmatist-inferentialist framework, it will 

hopefully be possible to resort to the tools of Brandom’s normative-pragmatism in order 

to get a better understanding of the rational structure of such practices and of the contents 

that they articulate.1 We intend this paper to contribute to the development of such a 

project.  

                                                           
1 There have already been some fruitful applications of inferentialism to the study of 

scientific practice. For instance, an inferentialist account of causal claims has been put 

forward by Reiss (2012). Also, Suárez (2004) has developed an inferential theory of 

scientific representation. Moreover, de Donato Rodríguez and Zamora Bonilla (2009) 



 

 

We begin by assessing the problems of Brandom’s account of induction in terms 

of merely entitlement-preserving inferences. In Section 3 we propose our own pragmatic 

characterization of inductive probabilistic reasoning. After that, in Section 4, we go on to 

discuss, from a pragmatist-inferentialist perspective, other forms of ampliative reasoning. 

More specifically, we examine the use of approximations, idealizations and abduction in 

science.  

 

2. Brandom on induction 

Brandom proposes thinking of the contrast between deductive and inductive reasoning as 

a difference in the way that the deontic status of individuals (i.e. their entitlements and 

commitments) is updated when engaging in such forms of reasoning. Brandom 

distinguishes different types of inferential entailments, attending to their potential effects 

on the deontic score of reasoners. In general, the sorts of inferential entailments he 

considers are all entitlement-preserving or permissive. This means that if an agent is 

entitled to a commitment to the premises of a good inference, she will also count as 

entitled to a commitment to the conclusion. In addition to this, according to Brandom 

some inferences are also commitment-preserving, or committive. In this case, if an agent 

                                                           

have explored an inferentialist approach to scientific idealizations and models. An 

inferentialist view of attributions of collective intentionality has been proposed by 

González de Prado Salas and Zamora Bonilla (2015). Finally, it is worth mentioning 

Rouse’s analysis of how discursive practices, normativity and the material world are 

connected in Brandom’s inferentialism even if, though sympathetic to it, the result of 

his analysis is also critical (see Rouse 2000, ch. 6-8). 



 

 

is committed to the premises of the inference, she will also count as committed to the 

conclusions. An example is the inference from ‘The table is red’ to ‘The table is colored.’ 

Brandom, however, argues that not all inferences are commitment-preserving. 

Some inferences are only entitlement-preserving, or permissive: agents committed, with 

entitlement, to the premises are entitled, but not compelled to undertake a commitment to 

the conclusions. The reason for this is that, in these inferences, 'the possibility of 

entitlements incompatible with the conclusion is left open' (1994, pp. 168-169; also 2008, 

pp. 119-121). So, an agent reasoning in accordance with good permissive inferences may 

be properly entitled to a commitment to incompatible conclusions. If it were the case that, 

in addition, a commitment to the premises of these inferences led automatically to a 

commitment to their conclusions (i.e. if the inferences in question were committive), the 

agent could end up being committed (with entitlement) to incompatible conclusions. And 

this is something impossible, in light of Brandom’s definition of incompatibility – 

according to which p and q are incompatible if and only if undertaking a commitment to 

p precludes being entitled to a commitment to q (Brandom 1994, p. 160).2 Consequently, 

if certain inferences allow for the possibility of being entitled to incompatible 

conclusions, these inferences have to be merely permissive: a commitment to the 

conclusions will not be directly inherited from a commitment to the premises.  

                                                           
2 What MacFarlane calls non-cotenability is related to this: two propositional attitudes 

(for instance, beliefs) are non-cotenable with each other iff it is incoherent for a subject 

to adopt them at the same time, so that a subject cannot hold both attitudes 

simultaneously under penalty of being considered irrational (for the notion of non-

cotenability see MacFarlane 2014, pp. 121-213). 



 

 

It is important to stress that the sort of doxastic commitment that Brandom works 

with cannot be properly undertaken to two incompatible propositions at the same time, 

given his definition of incompatibility. We will take it that this type of commitment 

models the attitude of fully believing; in what follows, when we say that some agent has 

a full, outright belief in a proposition, we will mean that she has undertaken a doxastic 

commitment – as characterized by Brandom – to that proposition (of course, in a 

Brandomian framework, the attitude of believing is conceived of as a normative attitude, 

and not as a mere psychological state).3   

Brandom identifies a third form of inference, based on the notion of 

incompatibility. In these inferences, called incompatibility-entailments, everything 

incompatible with a commitment to the conclusions is also incompatible with a 

commitment to the premises (Brandom 1994, p. 189; 2008, p. 121). For instance, if some 

proposition is incompatible with the proposition ‘This animal is a mammal,’ it is also 

                                                           
3 To be sure, there may be further types of cognitive commitments (other than 

Brandom’s doxastic ones) that leave room for the possibility of being properly 

committed to incompatible propositions, perhaps in different ways (for discussion, see 

Shaffer 2011, 2013a, 2013b). Think of the commitments involved in imagining, 

considering or assuming. Arguably, another example is provided by the attitude of 

accepting, as opposed to outright believing (see Cohen 1992; Shaffer 2013b). As 

Shaffer argues (2012b, p. 342), a distinctive feature of non-doxastic commitments is 

that in general they are not governed by a truth-norm, as believe arguably is. We will 

explore some of these further notions of commitment in section 4. For the time being, 

however, we focus on the notion of full doxastic commitment and the attitude of 

outright belief.    



 

 

incompatible with the proposition ‘This animal is a dog.’ Therefore, ‘This animal is a 

dog’ incompatibility-entails ‘This animal is a mammal.’4 

 Brandom claims that deductive reasoning is commitment-preserving, whereas 

inductive reasoning would involve merely entitlement-preserving inferences (1994, pp. 

168-169, 189; 2008, p. 119-121; 2000, p. 44, pp. 194-195). This classification is, we 

think, mistaken. We will first criticize Brandom’s characterization of inductive inferences 

as merely permissive and then, in section 3, we will suggest an alternative way of 

accounting for probabilistic inductive reasoning (as providing entitlement to a partial 

commitment to the conclusions).   

 One first thing to note is that on Brandom’s view all commitment-preserving are 

also entitlement-preserving – if you are entitled to some commitment, it seems that you 

should be entitled as well to all further commitments derived from it (see Brandom 2000, 

p. 195). Therefore, if inductive inferences were identified with entitlement-preserving 

ones, then deductive inferences should also count as inductive. This seems awkward (as 

pointed out by Andrade-Lotero and Dutilh Novaes 2012, p. 51). Of course, one can see 

deductive inferences as a limit case of induction (something similar to saying that, if the 

premises of a valid deductive inference are true, there is probability 1 that the conclusion 

will also be true), but this is not the standard usage of the terms. We will read Brandom 

                                                           
4Brandom stipulates that the relation of incompatibility is non-defeasible (if p is 

incompatible with q, it is also incompatible with q and r), so incompatibility-

entailments will cover counter-factually robust (i.e., monotonic) inferences. If 

committive entailment is also taken to be non-defeasible, then it becomes equivalent to 

incompatibility entailment, as Andrade-Lotero and Dutilh Novaes show (2012, p. 48). 



 

 

charitably as meaning that inductive inferences are entitlement (but not commitment)-

preserving. 

 A second point is that merely permissive inferences cannot be expected to capture 

all forms of empirical reasoning, that is, reasoning supported by empirical observation 

and induction. Take the inference from ‘The water is boiling’ to ‘The water is very hot.’ 

Even if this inference is accepted on empirical grounds, it seems clearly commitment-

preserving, at least in standard circumstances (i.e. when environmental conditions are 

typical and there are no reasons to think that the pressure is extremely low). If I threw 

boiling water to someone’s face, I could not excuse myself by saying that I knew that the 

water was boiling, so I was entitled to conclude that it was very hot, but that I was not 

compelled to commit myself to such a conclusion.5  

 Leaving this issue aside, our main problem is with Brandom's contention that good 

inductive reasoning may entitle an agent to (fully) believe incompatible conclusions.6 

                                                           
5 Perhaps some may argue that, in order for this inference not to be enthymematic, one 

always needs auxiliary premises stating that certain background conditions hold (for 

instance, that the pressure is not very low). However, this seems to go against the spirit 

of Brandom’s view of defeasible inferences. Anyway, the resulting inference would still 

be empirical unless one adds a conditional premise such as ‘If the water is boiling, it 

will be very hot,’ which would make the inference an instance of modus ponens. 

Brandom is explicit that such conditional premises are not required for an inference to 

be materially good (1994, pp. 94-116).  

6 This problem is closely related to Hempel’s ‘inductive inconsistency’, according to 

which we can have two independent good inductive arguments leading to contrary 

conclusions (see Hempel 1965). As it is well known, the reason for this is that both 



 

 

More specifically, we want to question his claim that this type of permissive inference is 

widespread in theoretical reasoning.7  

                                                           

arguments rely on different relevant reference classes. Hempel’s solution to this 

problem was the requirement of maximal specificity. In Brandomian terms, though an 

epistemic subject can be entitled to contrary conclusions about the same fact (given 

Hempel’s problem of explanatory ambiguity), two equally or maximally informed 

subjects cannot be entitled to contrary conclusions (at least not if the inductive inference 

is analogous). And, of course, one subject cannot be committed at the same time to both 

conclusions. 

7 Perhaps there is some theoretical use for a notion of merely permissive inference that 

does not rely on the possibility of acquiring an entitlement to incompatible conclusions. 

For instance, if one thinks that being committed to a proposition involves an explicit 

attitude towards such a proposition, then it is plausible that being committed (with 

entitlement) to some premise does not need to bring a commitment to all its inferential 

consequences: it may be that one has never considered some of these consequences. For 

instance, rational agents will not typically form explicit attitudes towards the many 

trivial logical consequences of their beliefs.  

This is not the type of merely permissive inference that Brandom seems to have 

in mind (on his view, one can implicitly undertake a commitment to some proposition 

without acknowledging or realizing it, and even without having ever explicitly 

considered such a proposition). Moreover, this notion of merely permissive inference 

does not seem to offer grounds for a distinctive characterization of inductive reasoning 

(arguably, it would apply as well to deductive inferences). Thus, we will focus our 



 

 

 Arguably, merely permissive inferences have a place in practical reasoning (i.e. 

reasoning concluding in the endorsement or rejection of some course of action). In the 

case of practical reasoning, it seems possible to find patterns of reasoning entitling 

incompatible conclusions – and which are, therefore, entitlement-preserving but not 

commitment-preserving. For instance, if my goal is to remain dry, and I know that it is 

raining, I have good reasons to undertake any of several (incompatible) courses of action: 

I can either open my umbrella, or go into the car, or enter the restaurant overhead.8 

 These examples, however, fall short of vindicating Brandom’s views, according 

to which merely permissive inferences are also pervasive in reasoning leading to the 

adoption of beliefs. We think that, in the theoretical domain (that is, in our descriptions 

of the world), agents cannot be properly entitled to (fully) believe incompatible 

                                                           

discussion on merely permissive inferences that may leave open the possibility of 

entitlement to further incompatible conclusions.   

8 Something similar to permissive inferences might also play a role in the creation of 

fictional discourse: having written some parts of a novel, for example, a writer is 

‘entitled’ to follow the plot in different ways (ways that would ‘make sense’ according 

to what is already written), but not, or less entitled, to do it in other ways; permissive 

inferences would be in this case something like ‘appropriate steps’ in the creation of a 

story. Closer to the type of inferences Brandom might be thinking about, we could 

extend this idea of ‘permissible step’ to cases of hypothetical thinking in science: for 

example, once you have built a model which is not fully realistic, there are some 

additions that you may incorporate to it, but others that you cannot, or that are less 

reasonable. Note, at any rate, that all these ‘steps’ would not really count as ‘inferences’ 

in the strictest sense, though they could do in some more latitudinarian sense. 



 

 

propositions (see White 2005) – at least outside areas of discourse with relativistic 

semantics. There is a simple reason for this. Very plausibly, an agent cannot be properly 

entitled to believe propositions that she knows to be false. Moreover, if the agent knows 

that a set of beliefs is incompatible (and therefore contains at least one falsehood), she 

will take it that she is not entitled to at least one of such beliefs: there is something 

defective in a situation in which it appears to an agent that she is entitled to a set of beliefs 

she knows to be incompatible. This is why paradoxical states are, in general, defective 

and instable.9 The natural reaction to an apparent paradox is to revise one’s epistemic 

positions in order to discover which belief is not actually entitled.   

 Thus, an agent cannot be properly entitled to fully believe each of two propositions 

known to be incompatible, given that in two incompatible propositions, one is bound to 

be false (again, at least outside relativistic semantics). If the agent knows that at least one 

of the propositions is false, she should take it that there cannot be proper entitlement to 

believe each of them: otherwise, she would be knowingly taking herself to be entitled to 

                                                           
9 Some proposed solutions to certain paradoxes, in particular the preface paradox, 

involve granting that an agent may rationally (and knowingly) believe the relevant 

inconsistent propositions (for instance, Williams 1987). However, these solutions are 

controversial and, we think, ultimately unsatisfactory (although we do not have space to 

argue for this here). Anyway, it does not seem that every inductive inference leads to a 

paradoxical situation, so it is problematic if this is a consequence of a purported 

distinction between inductive and deductive inferences.  

 Note that we leave open the possibility that in paradoxical situations agents are 

entitled to undertake some form of non-doxastic commitment to the inconsistent 

propositions (see Shaffer 2013b).    



 

 

fully believe some false proposition, something forbidden by the commitment to truth 

associated with outright belief.10 This is, we think, a regulative principle of our practices 

of describing the world. Whenever an agent finds equally strong considerations 

supporting incompatible descriptions of the world, she cannot take herself to be entitled 

to fully believe each of those descriptions. Dancy criticizes Brandom's views in a similar 

spirit: 'In theoretical reason there is no analogue of the kind of plural entitlement that we 

find in practical reason.' (Dancy 2004, p. 62). 

 The possibility of having entitlement for incompatible beliefs will clearly be a 

nonstarter if one endorses the view that an agent cannot be properly entitled to believe a 

false proposition (several authors endorse a norm for belief such that only truth beliefs 

are permissible, for instance Boghossian 2008; Williamson 2000; Whiting 2010; 

Littlejohn 2012; Shah and Velleman 2005; Shaffer 2013a; Turri 2015). On the face of it, 

this view might seem too demanding,11 but it can be argued that Brandom needs to 

                                                           
10 Perhaps it could be argued that in some cases the agent may not know that the 

incompatible conclusions of permissive inferences are in fact incompatible – and that in 

these cases the argument against Brandom will require the stronger (and more 

controversial) premise that agents cannot be entitled to fully believe false propositions, 

regardless of whether they are aware of their falsity. However, in most of the examples 

that Brandom has in mind (e.g. 1994, p. 169), it is obvious that the alternative 

conclusions are actually incompatible and the agent is taken to be aware of this.    

11 This view becomes much more plausible if it is granted that an agent may be 

epistemically blameless when believing or asserting a false proposition, for which she is 

not properly entitled. Perhaps there seemed to be very good reasons supporting such a 

proposition. Still, on the view under consideration, if the proposition is false, the agent 



 

 

embrace it, given his aspiration to confer a sufficient degree of objectivity to our 

representational practices (see Brandom 1994, ch. 8). Objectivity requires that the 

correctness of our beliefs depends on how things are in the world; in particular, it seems 

that there must be something incorrect in holding a full, outright belief in a proposition 

that does not represent things the way they are (that is, a false proposition). Now, 

remember that the basic normative notions in Brandom’s theory are commitment and 

entitlement. A discursive move is only inappropriate or incorrect, in Brandom’s system, 

insofar as it is not properly entitled. Thus, if one allows for proper entitlement to believe 

some false proposition, there is no sense in which such a false belief is evaluable as 

incorrect. Brandom, however, seems to accept the possibility of being properly entitled 

to believe a false proposition (2000, p. 201; 1995). We think that Brandom is mistaken 

here. Note, anyway, that our argument against Brandom’s account of inductive inference 

does not depend on the view that one cannot be entitled to a false proposition; we have 

argued above that Brandom’s account can be rejected by appeal to the weaker claim that 

an agent should not be attributed proper entitlement to fully believe each of the 

propositions in a set if she knows that some of the propositions in the set are false 

(something that happens when the set is known to include incompatible propositions). 

 Brandom seems to think that nonmonotonicity is the source of merely permissive 

inferential connections (1994: 169).12 The idea is that, when a defeating premise is added, 

                                                           

will not be actually entitled to fully believe it (for the distinction between blamelessness 

and correctness, see Littlejohn 2012, forthcoming). 

12As Andrade-Lotero and Dutilh Novaes (2012) argue, the distinction between 

permissive and committive inferences collapses if one considers only monotonic, 

indefeasible inferences (they also show that if committive inferential entailment is taken 



 

 

the agent may become entitled to believe a new conclusion that is incompatible with the 

conclusions available before the introduction of the new premise. In Brandom's example: 

an entitlement to the premise ‘The match is struck’ entitles one to the conclusion ‘The 

match will light’; but if one is also entitled to believe ‘The match is wet’, then one will 

become entitled to believe the incompatible conclusion ‘The match won't light.’ 

 Does nonmonotonic reasoning really offer the possibility of entitlement to 

incompatible conclusions? It does not seem so. When the defeating premise is added the 

agent would lose her entitlement to the first conclusion (‘The match will light’). So at no 

point is the agent entitled to each of the two incompatible conclusions. Gaining 

entitlement to one of them means losing entitlement to the other.13 It seems, therefore, 

that the view that inductive inferences can provide entitlement to believe incompatible 

conclusions is only vindicated by a wrong interpretation of the dynamics of defeasible 

reasoning. 

 Brandom would agree that when the agent does believe (i.e. becomes committed 

to) one of the incompatible conclusions, she loses her entitlement to believing the other 

one (see Brandom 2008, p. 119). Could he also grant that the agent would lose her 

entitlement to the first conclusion once she gains an entitlement to the second, 

                                                           

to be monotonic, it becomes identical to the monotonic incompatibility-entailment 

introduced by Brandom).  

13 The same goes for the Hempelian cases of the alleged explanatory ambiguity of 

inductive inferences, like his example of the recovery of a patient. Once the relevance 

class has been fully specified, the ambiguity vanishes, as well as the problem of having 

two contrary conclusions, because, given the whole relevant information, the agent is 

not entitled anymore to both conclusions. 



 

 

incompatible one, in accordance with the characterization of defeasible reasoning we 

have just sketched? Perhaps, but then it seems that the motivation for thinking that 

defeasible reasoning is underpinned by merely permissive inferences will be lost. 

Remember that, on Brandom’s view, there are reasons to characterize an inference as 

merely permissive insofar as being entitled to a commitment to its conclusion does not 

rule out the possibility of becoming entitled to a further, incompatible conclusion. On the 

account of defeasible reasoning we are considering, however, if the agent is actually 

entitled to undertake a commitment to the first conclusion, then she has no entitlement to 

a commitment to the second incompatible conclusion; thus, there is no problem with her 

being compelled to undertake a commitment to the first conclusion (when she is entitled 

to it), as in ordinary committive inferences. This would not open the door for the 

possibility of undertaking an entitled commitment to incompatible propositions, because 

whenever the agent becomes entitled to a commitment to the second conclusion, she loses 

her entitlement to the first one. So, in the example of the match, the inferences involved 

may be taken to be committive without threatening to lead to entitled commitments to 

incompatible conclusions: whenever the agent has entitlement to the second conclusion 

(‘The match will not burn’), she will lack entitlement to the first one (‘The match will 

burn’). Thus, merely permissive inferences are not needed in order to make room for 

nonmonotonic reasoning, unless one thinks that an agent engaging in defeasible reasoning 

may be entitled, at the same time, to a commitment to each of two incompatible 

conclusions. We have argued against such a view of defeasibility.   

 In sum, Brandom’s characterization of inductive reasoning in terms of merely 

permissive inferences is not adequate: while arguably such inferences play an important 

role in the domain of practical reasoning, and perhaps in fictional or counterfactual 

discourse, there are no good inductive (or, more broadly, ampliative) inferences that may 



 

 

make an agent properly entitled to fully believe incompatible conclusions. A careful 

examination of defeasible reasoning shows that nonmonotonicity does not require making 

room for the possibility of entitlement to believe incompatible propositions. Furthermore, 

this possibility seems undesirable if one wants discursive practices to accommodate some 

degree of objectivity. Brandom is surely right that inductive reasoning is defeasible, but 

something more is needed in order to provide a distinctive characterization of the specific 

types of inferences involved in this type of reasoning: as we have seen, saying that these 

inferences are merely permissive does not do the trick. By resorting to the notion of partial 

commitment we aim to overcome these shortcomings. 

 Note that so far we have been considering the possibility of inferences that provide 

entitlement to full, outright belief in incompatible conclusions (i.e. an entitlement to the 

sort of doxastic commitment characterized by Brandom, which involves a commitment 

to the truth of the proposition and which cannot be properly undertaken simultaneously 

towards incompatible claims). This is the type of merely permissive inference that 

Brandom proposes as a model for inductive reasoning (1994, p. 189) – a proposal that we 

have criticized. But perhaps things are different for other attitudes: it may well be that it 

is possible for an agent to be entitled to have some epistemic attitude, other than full 

belief, towards incompatible propositions. For instance, very plausibly an agent may be 

entitled to take two incompatible propositions to be both probable – or to be both 

interesting hypotheses or good approximations. Similarly, it may be that an agent is 

entitled to accept, in some way, a proposition that she knows to be false, as long as this 

form of acceptance does not involve outright belief in the proposition (say, the agent may 



 

 

accept the proposition within the specific context of some research project, without 

believing it generally).14 

 Thus, a possible strategy for developing an inferentialist model of ampliative 

reasoning is to try to characterize forms of commitment to a proposition that do not 

amount to full belief. By enriching Brandom’s framework in this way, it becomes possible 

to offer a full account of scientific reasoning without having to bite the bullet and allow 

for the possibility of entitlement to fully believe incompatible conclusions. Our aim is to 

provide this sort of enhancement to Brandom’s inferentialism.15  

 In particular, in the next section we characterize (at least some) inductive 

inferences as inferences that offer support only to some degree of credence in their 

conclusions – rather than as merely permissive inferences concluding in outright belief. 

Inductive reasoning would be accounted for in terms of probabilistic inferences, in 

which the agent acquires entitlement to a partial belief in the conclusions. This type of 

                                                           
14We will say more about these scenarios in Section 4. It should be noted that, while 

Brandom often says ‘entitlement to p’ meaning ‘entitlement to a (full) commitment to 

p’, in principle nothing prevents us from talking about entitlements to other types of 

attitudes (e.g. partial commitments or assumptions).  

15 To be clear, our main aim in this paper is not to compare the pragmatist-inferentialist 

approach to other (non-inferentialist) accounts of scientific reasoning. Our point is 

rather that, given that induction is central to science and given that Brandom’s view of 

induction in terms of merely permissive inferences is (if we are correct) inadequate, one 

has to modify Brandom’s view by including the notion of degree of commitment if one 

wants to provide an adequate account of scientific ampliative reasoning in pragmatist-

inferentialist terms. 



 

 

reasoning may provide an agent with entitlement to certain degrees of credence in 

incompatible propositions: as long as such credences do not amount to full beliefs, this 

possibility seems perfectly unproblematic. In particular, there is nothing defective in 

having non-zero degrees of belief in propositions known to constitute an incompatible 

set. There is nothing irrational in assigning 50% probability to the coin having landed 

heads up and 50% to the coin having landed tails up; by contrast, it is irrational to have 

simultaneously the belief that the coin has landed heads up and the belief that it has 

landed tails up (roughly put, the difference is that in the case of outright belief one 

commits to the truth of the proposition, whereas in partial belief one does not). 

 Probabilistic reasoning and the notions of degrees of belief or credence are central, 

according to an influential view, in many areas of the philosophy of science; however, 

Brandom, does not reconstruct them within his inferentialist framework. This is what we 

shall do next, with the aim of offering a satisfactory inferentialist account of inductive 

reasoning.  

 

3. An inferentialist account of probabilistic reasoning 

Brandom accounts for the attitude of (fully) believing some proposition in terms of the 

acquisition of a commitment to such a proposition. Thus, the natural way of capturing the 

attitude of partial belief (of having some degree of credence) within a pragmatist-

inferentialist framework is to introduce the parallel notion of degree of commitment. 

Having a certain degree of belief in p would amount to undertaking a corresponding 

degree of commitment to p. At first glance, one could perhaps feel that there is something 

odd in talking about degrees of commitment, since being committed to a proposition may 

seem to be an all or nothing matter; however, we see no reason to think that the notion of 



 

 

degree of commitment is stranger than that of degree of belief.16 In this section, we will 

try to spell out what undertaking a degree of commitment to a proposition means.  

 Now, Brandom’s expressivist-pragmatist allegiances impose stringent constraints 

on the introduction of theoretical vocabulary. In particular, the attribution of semantic and 

intentional properties to discursive moves must be vindicated by the pragmatic effects of 

such moves (i.e. by their role in our practices). On the one hand, semantic and intentional 

notions must earn their keep by doing some pragmatic explanatory work; that is, one 

should only introduce a given semantic or intentional notion if it contributes to explaining 

our use of language and more broadly the functioning of our discursive practices (1994, 

p. 144). On the other hand, this explanatory work is all there is to such theoretical notions 

(1994, pp. 77, 145). Once we identify the pragmatic effects of a discursive move with 

certain semantic and intentional features, we know all there is to know about what it is to 

have such features. Moreover, Brandom demands that the relevant specifications of the 

pragmatic effects of discursive moves are free of further semantic or intentional 

vocabulary (1994, p. 681 fn. 6; 2008). Brandom aims to account for semantic and 

intentional talk in purely pragmatic, use-based terms (among the allowed pragmatic 

vocabulary, however, Brandom includes normative notions).   

                                                           
16An alternative strategy would be to operate with a notion of degree of entitlement, so 

that when an agent has some reason to believe a proposition, she would be ‘partially 

entitled’ to believe it. This option would be analogous to Carnap’s (1950) logical account 

of inductive and probabilistic inference, in terms of partial implication (deductive 

inferences would involve full implication). We leave the discussion of this proposal for 

another occasion. 



 

 

 So, in order to be in a position to introduce the notion of degree of commitment 

to a proposition (i.e. degree of belief) in Brandom’s pragmatist framework, one needs to 

provide a characterization of the pragmatic effects of acquiring some degree of 

commitment to a proposition. The idea, thus, is to generalize Brandom’s picture of our 

practices of giving and asking for reasons so that it also includes probabilistic reasoning 

and reasons for less than full belief. This is the task we shall undertake now.  

 There already are expressivists accounts of probabilistic reasoning. In particular, 

Yalcin (2011, 2012) has provided a characterization of the mental state one is in when 

expressing some degree of credence and of the pragmatic effects of expressing such 

mental states – more specifically, of how the conversational score gets updated by 

discursive moves typically employed to express such states. Yalcin’s representation of 

these pragmatic effects appeals to intentional vocabulary that would not be allowed by 

Brandom’s austere pragmatism (e.g. the notion of ruling out possible worlds); 

nevertheless, we can take advantage of some of Yalcin’s contributions. 

 Yalcin (2011) adopts a standard possible worlds characterization of belief, 

according to which having a (full) belief in a proposition p amounts to being in a mental 

state in which those possible worlds incompatible with p are ruled out; expressing a belief 

that p, in turn, has the intended effect of removing such worlds from the conversational 

common ground. Having less than full belief in p, however, is not the same as fully 

believing any further proposition: expressing this type of mental state has different 

pragmatic effects. When an agent has a (lower than 1) degree of credence in a proposition 

she leaves open (rather than discarding) certain possibilities (and assigns them a certain 

likelihood). 



 

 

 How can the idea of leaving some possibility open be translated in Brandom’s 

framework, in a way that respects his notion of commitment as a normative rather than 

as a merely psychological state? First, as long as an agent is entitled to leave a possibility 

open, she is precluded from having entitlement to a (full) commitment to incompatible 

propositions. Second, if an agent treats some proposition as an open possibility, she will 

become committed to treating as open all further propositions that follow from it via non-

probabilistic committive inferences (e.g. if it is possible that the table is red, it is possible 

that it is colored). In general, if one is partially committed to the premises of a good 

committive inference, one will become partially committed to its conclusion to the same 

degree.  Moreover, an agent undertaking a partial commitment to a proposition will 

become (fully) committed to accepting certain utterances that express such a degree of 

commitment to the proposition (these utterances will involve epistemic modals such 

‘might’ or ‘probably’, e.g. ‘The table might be red’17).  

But things do not stop here. Besides the sorts of non-probabilistic entailments 

considered by Brandom, it also makes sense to think of probabilistic inferential 

connections relating the degrees of commitment for different propositions. The arrival of 

new evidence may change the agent’s appropriate degree of commitment to a certain 

proposition. So, an agent that acquires a certain degree of commitment to some 

proposition will, by virtue of this, acquire corresponding degrees of commitment to 

                                                           
17 In a Brandomian framework, probability modals like ‘might’ or ‘probably’ are 

naturally seen as expressive resources that allow the speaker to make explicit, via an 

assertion, her adoption of a probabilistic attitude (i.e. to make explicit the undertaking 

of a partial commitment to a proposition). We leave a detailed discussion of this 

expressivist proposal for another occasion. 



 

 

further propositions related to the first one through probabilistic inferential links. In this 

way, endorsing a given probabilistic inferential link amounts to updating one’s degree of 

commitment to the conclusions in accordance to what such an inferential link stipulates. 

Probability theory (in particular, Bayes theorem) indicates how one should adjust one’s 

degrees of commitment given the probabilistic connections that one takes to hold among 

propositions. For instance, if you think that when it rains the probability of rain-induced 

traffic jams is ½, then whenever you acquire some degree of commitment to the 

proposition that it will rain, you should update accordingly your degree of commitment 

to the proposition that there will be a rain-induced traffic jam (e.g. if your degree of 

commitment to the first proposition is ½, your degree of commitment to there being a 

rain-induce traffic jam will be ¼).18,19 

So far, we have characterized what it is to have a degree of commitment to a 

proposition in terms of having degrees of commitment to further propositions (and also 

in terms of lacking entitlement to becoming fully committed to incompatible 

propositions). Is this all we can do? No, it is also possible to connect degrees of 

commitment to proposition with non-linguistic actions. One does not decide how to act 

just in light of one’s full beliefs, but also of one’s degrees of credence. This idea was 

already put forward by Ramsey (1931), who related degrees of belief to behavioral 

dispositions, and in particular to dispositions to bet. Betting behavior can be used, 

according to Ramsey, to measure degrees of belief.   

                                                           
18 The probability of rain given that there is a rain-induced traffic jam is 1.  

19We assign numerical magnitudes to degrees of commitment in this example for the 

sake of illustration. We remain neutral on whether degrees of commitment can always 

be so quantified.  



 

 

Thus, doxastic degrees of commitment can be related to commitments to acting. 

An agent entitled to certain degrees of commitment to some propositions becomes entitled 

to act in certain ways; there are certain actions that are rationally recommendable given 

the agent’s full and partial doxastic commitments (and given the values of the possible 

outcomes). For instance, if your (entitled) degree of commitment to the prize being in 

envelope A is much higher than your degree of commitment to the prize being in envelope 

B, then the rational thing for you to do is to choose envelope A.  

The notion of degree of commitment, therefore, can be connected with our 

practices in an analogous way to that of full doxastic commitment – by appeal to rational 

relations to action and (probabilistic) rational relations to (partial) commitments to other 

propositions. This general normative-pragmatic account is not committed to any specific 

proposal in decision theory: we can adapt it to different detailed models about rational 

choice under uncertainty. Despite such generality, the pragmatist-inferentialist picture 

just sketched opens the way for characterizing at least some forms of ampliative reasoning 

in terms of probabilistic inference. As a result, it becomes possible to include under the 

umbrella of an inferentialist view of human thought a wide range of rational activities that 

go beyond deductive reasoning involving outright beliefs – both in everyday practical 

matters and in scientific and technological research – and that were not suitably accounted 

for by Brandom’s original theory (or directly fell outside its scope). 

In the rest of the paper, we keep extending the inferentialist framework in order 

to be in a position to deal with further features of scientific practices. More specifically, 

we will investigate what sorts of commitments are undertaken by agents engaged in 

idealizations and abductive reasoning.  

 



 

 

4. An inferentialist view of idealization and abduction 

We have seen so far that Brandom’s characterization of inductive reasoning in terms of 

merely permissive inferences is not adequate and we have suggested a better 

characterization, in pragmatist-inferentialist terms, by resorting to the notion of partial 

commitment. Thus, Brandom’s initial proposal does not suffice to account for inductive 

reasoning in an appropriate way. It is not the case that inductive inferences are less than 

committive (just permissive inferences). They are committive as well, though they allow 

only for partial commitments to the conclusion. 

 Brandom’s normative-pragmatic framework can also be expanded to make room 

for other forms of nonmonotonic reasoning, such as abduction and the sort of 

counterfactual inferences involved in idealizations and approximation. This is what we 

shall do in this section. In order to do so, we will explore types of commitments to a 

proposition that differ from the sort of doxastic commitment taken by Brandom to model 

outright belief (different forms of non-doxastic commitment have been studied, among 

others, by Cohen 1992; van Fraassen 1980; Shaffer 2012).      

Let us begin with abduction. This is a type of inference, sometimes closely related 

to inference to the best explanation, in which, in front of a surprising phenomenon that 

calls for an explanation, agents search for the most plausible explanation of that 

phenomenon given that context. Sometimes it will be difficult to arrive at some 

explanation. On other occasions, however, different possible explanations will be 

available, and the agents will have to select the best one among them. Of course, this kind 

of reasoning is nonmonotic, given that later, in the course of the research, agents may 

well discover that the explanation that they have given is not true or cannot be true 

(because it conflicts with another previously established truth or with a further 



 

 

observation). Aliseda (2006, ch. 3) has characterized abduction both as an inference and 

as a search strategy, and has distinguished different types within it. The most common 

case of abductive inference is what Aliseda (2006, p. 180) calls ‘abductive expansion’, in 

which we are in front of a new, surprising fact that needs to be incorporated into our 

system of beliefs. The general scheme of this kind of inference is θ, α  φ, where θ 

represents the background knowledge, α is a tentative explanation (both statements 

constitute the explanans), and φ is the phenomenon to be explained or explanandum (φ is 

a novel phenomenon for θ in the sense that neither θ  φ nor θ φ are the case). Many 

cases of scientific discovery can be modelled in terms of this schema. However, many 

others are not of this kind. They constitute the most interesting and controversial cases in 

science, because in them the phenomenon that is to be explained is an anomaly for the 

theory available, that is, θφ. In such cases, in order to avoid the inconsistency, 

scientists will in general have two strategies: either they can reject φ or they can revise 

the theory to a certain extent (θ). In abductive expansion, theories are enriched by the 

addition of new knowledge. In abductive revision, we need sometimes to revise our 

previous theory in order to incorporate the new phenomenon. This is clearly a kind of 

nonmonotonic inference and is based on the idea that our tentative explanations are 

always defeasible.  

 This kind of nonmonotonic inference is also related to a particular, but very 

important case of scientific change, namely when scientists try to solve inconsistencies 

between theories or laws. In these cases, it is frequent to resort to idealizations, according 

to which we may obtain the old established laws or theories from those that later are 

believed to be (more) correct. For instance, take the case of Kepler’s laws of planetary 

motion. Kepler’s third law can be deduced directly from Newton’s mechanics with the 

law of universal gravitation, but in order to obtain the other two laws as special cases we 



 

 

have to introduce the idealization that the planets are like isolated bodies with the Sun at 

the centre of their orbits. What has been called ‘abductive revision’ is closely related to 

these kinds of changes, because the new theory is supposed to be able to explain the 

anomalies of the old theory by correcting the laws previously established or by 

introducing a new conceptual apparatus, with laws that are entirely new. Sometimes, the 

anomalies can be anyhow accommodated into the available theory. But, on certain 

occasions, they lead to a revolutionary change, as in the case of Einstein’s Relativity 

Theory versus Newtonian Mechanics, the latter of which had accumulated by the time a 

significant number of anomalies. In these kinds of cases, the abduction process includes 

not only the requirement of explaining new evidence, but also the successful part of the 

previous theory as well as its errors. It was Einstein’s desideratum to give a formulation 

of the gravitational field equations such that Newton’s law of universal gravitation could 

be derived as an approximative case from his theory. Similarly, when he considered the 

photoelectric effect, an anomaly for classic electromagnetism, and other phenomena 

related to light emission and transmission, he saw quantum theory as the best explanation.  

 These cases offer an excellent field for applying our extension of Brandom’s 

normative-pragmatic framework, as scientists are often not fully committed to the 

conclusions of these kinds of inferences, but only partially committed, in a degree that 

can be high enough as to determine a resolute attitude towards the theory, a decision to 

use it at least as a working hypothesis or as part of their research project. While full belief 

in their contents is often not justified, some other type of cognitive commitment may 

constitute a rational attitude towards these innovative hypotheses.  

 In some particular examples, it is not only the case that a full commitment to the 

conclusions of the inferences is not allowed, but moreover one is committed to the 

negation of such conclusions. For instance, in the case of the idealizations to which we 



 

 

resort in intertheoretical approximative reductions (for instance, in the Kepler-Newton 

case), we in fact know that the contents of these idealizations are false propositions. It is 

false that planets move like single bodies around the Sun at the center of their orbits. We 

make as if it were true in order to be able to derive Kepler’s laws from Newton’s 

mechanics. Obviously we cannot be committed to a proposition that we know to be false; 

what is more, we are not even entitled to any probabilistic degree of commitment to such 

a proposition (we are not entitled to assign any non-zero probability to its truth, since we 

know it is false). In these cases, however, we are entitled to undertake a non-doxastic 

form of commitment to such idealized propositions, because from our assuming this kind 

of idealizations we obtain multiple theoretical advantages—typically, to construct a 

useful model or to derive an old theory from a new theory that is considered to be more 

exact. All kinds of idealizations, as they are based on a counterfactual deformation 

procedure, are so that we believe them to be strictly false. But, for heuristic and 

explanatory reasons, it is very profitable to assume them. In inferentialist terms, it can be 

said that when assuming a proposition, one undertakes a limited commitment to it: more 

precisely, one becomes committed to it just within the scope of the relevant episode of 

hypothetical or approximative reasoning (for extensive discussion of the kind 

commitment involved in approximations, and their role in our epistemic practices, see 

Shaffer 2012a, 2012b, 2015).  

For example, the idealized models of the kinetic theory of gases contain idealized 

items in the form of molecules whose mass is negligible and whose collisions are 

perfectly elastic. Obviously, the contents of these idealizations are disbelieved by 

modelers, so that they cannot be doxastically committed to them. Two crucial advantages 

of making the idealizations are the possibility of offering a counterfactual explanation of 

what would have to happen if the previous laws were true (which at the same time 



 

 

provides us with an explanation of why and where they are wrong) and the possibility of 

using them as heuristic devices for suggesting various modes of concretization (that is, 

more exact laws and models that we construe in part by taking into account the parameters 

that were formerly neglected).20 But the general idea is clear: the cognitive attitude 

towards the proposition which is the content of an idealization is not full belief, but a 

mere (and perhaps just provisory) acceptance. 

 Assumptions of this kind are also important when we are arguing ‘for the sake of 

the argument’, when—to prove a theorem—we offer a proof by reductio (i.e. we assume 

the negation, that is, what we know to be false), when we argue by providing a thought 

experiment (in philosophy, in physics or wherever), or when we use simulations of any 

kind in scientific contexts. In all these cases, one explores the inferential consequences of 

some proposition by undertaking a commitment to it that is restricted to a specific context. 

It is clear that scientific hypotheses in general are also examples of statements that 

express propositions towards which scientists are not doxastically committed (initially at 

least). At the very beginning of their research, when scientists lack evidence that may 

support a given hypothesis, they are not committed to believe it, but just entitled to assume 

it, or at best to accept it by means of an argument of plausibility, by means of an analogy, 

or by means of an inference of the best explanation. This does not per se suggest that 

scientists are provided with inductive support for sustaining that hypothesis. This may 

come, and usually does, with the course of the research. It is true that scientists may well 

have an initial confidence in the hypothesis, because of its initial plausibility (this is 

                                                           
20See Nowak (1980) and Cartwright (1983, 1989) for the notion of concretization. For the 

explanatory and heuristic uses of idealization, for example, in biology see de Donato 

Rodríguez and Arroyo Santos (2012). 



 

 

related to the problem of how to determine the priors in probabilistic reasoning), but if 

the hypothesis is not yet confirmed in any degree, it seems that we cannot be entitled to 

(fully) believe it. We may be entitled to (temporarily) accept it, or to assume it.  

The distinction between belief and acceptance in relation to scientific theories as 

a whole, and more specifically to the purely theoretical part of a theory, was highlighted 

by van Fraassen (1980). His position is that to accept a theory, and to be ready to use it 

as a part of a research project, does not involve the belief in the existence of the theoretical 

entities that are postulated by the theory. Maybe the theory is literally true (in which case 

the theoretical entities that belong to its domain do in fact exist), but we do not need to 

believe anything in relation to those entities. It suffices with our believing that the theory 

is empirically adequate, that is, that it saves the phenomena.21 In a pragmatist-

inferentialist framework, acceptance can be understood again as a form of limited 

commitment, as Shaffer suggests (2013b, p. 343). When one accepts a theory, one 

                                                           
21 Interestingly, van Fraassen uses in this context the term ‘commitment’, but in a slightly 

different sense than Brandom’s: ‘Theory acceptance has a pragmatic dimension. While 

the only belief involved in acceptance, as I see it, is the belief that the theory is empirically 

adequate, more than belief is involved. To accept a theory is to make a commitment, a 

commitment to the further confrontation of new phenomena within the framework of that 

theory, a commitment to a research programme, and a wager that all relevant phenomena 

can be accounted for without giving up that theory. That is why someone who has 

accepted a certain theory, will henceforth answer questions ex cathedra, or at least feel 

called upon to do so. Commitments are not true or false; they are vindicated or not 

vindicated in the course of human history.’ (van Fraassen 1980, p. 88; italics in the 

original). 



 

 

becomes committed to some of its inferential consequences (in particular, its practical 

and empirical implications), but one may remain agnostic about others; more specifically, 

one does not need to undertake the sort of existential commitments that would be 

associated with believing the propositions involved in the theory.     

As we have seen, a notion that is related to acceptance is that of assumption. 

Assumption or acceptance can be taken as examples of propositional attitudes involving 

an active participation of the subject who considers it is worth maintaining that p is the 

case, though maybe she does not know that p is true or even knows that it is false. 

Following Hall (1958, pp. 52-53) and Sayre (1997, pp. 22-23), assumptions can be 

counted as attitudes of propositional stance, as Sayre calls them, or positing attitudes, to 

use Hall’s term. In this sense, they resemble attitudes like stating, asserting, declaring, 

believing, conceding, contending, denying, disbelieving, presuming, suspecting, 

supposing, or testifying. All these attitudes are subject to the possibility of being evaluated 

as correct or incorrect and about them it makes sense to ask ‘why…?’ This is because all 

these attitudes are subject to reasons, contrary to those attitudes that Sayre calls ‘of 

assessment’, such as calculating or computing.  

In general, accepting or assuming p, even if what is assumed or accepted is known 

or believed to be false, requires from the subject to have reasons for accepting or assuming 

p, and those reasons include epistemic and heuristic reasons. We could then with Meinong 

(1902/1983), who developed a whole theory on assumptions, characterize assumptions 

(and acceptances) as a kind of mental act which is very much like a judgment except for 

the fact that it does not demand from the subject having a degree of conviction with the 

proposition he or she is assuming; it rather consists in provisionally imagining something 

as being true (i.e. provisionally, and within the limited scope of that episode of 



 

 

imagination, becoming committed to it).22 Different cases are possible, the most 

important of which are: (1) cases in which we know that what we assume is strictly false, 

and (2) cases in which we do not know its truth value. What we call idealizations are 

cases of type (1). It is a counterfactual deformation of what we take to be real. Case (2) 

gives rise to a hypothesis that we aim to explore.  

In the previous section we saw that full beliefs and degrees of belief can be 

characterized in terms of two kinds of commitment: (a) full commitments, and (b) partial 

commitments to propositions. Commitments of type (b) are, in general, the result of 

inductive and other nonmonotonic inferences (although they can also be obtained from 

deductive inferences when reasoners are only partially committed to the premises of these 

inferences). Both these types of commitments are unrestricted, in the sense that they are 

not limited to certain specific contexts or certain inferential implications of the relevant 

proposition: when one believes a proposition (has a degree of belief in it), one will 

become committed (partially committed) to all its inferential consequences, and these 

commitments will apply generally, beyond the specific context in which the belief was 

formed. Besides such commitments, however, we must count assumptions as a new 

category of cognitive attitude that, in principle and as we have seen, excludes unrestricted 

commitment. This attitude can be seen as involving a restricted commitment that does not 

project beyond the scope of the context of the particular piece of reasoning in which the 

assumption is made. The sort of doxastic commitments described by Brandom do clearly 

play a role in scientific practices (in deductive reasoning and, as partial commitments, in 

induction); but it is clear that Brandom’s taxonomy of normative statuses needs to be 

                                                           
22 See de Donato (2016) for a survey of Meinong’s theory and its relation to scientific 

contexts. 



 

 

completed with that of assumption, which is central in scientific as well as in ordinary 

reasoning. Otherwise, Brandom’s view becomes insufficient for modelling both ordinary 

and scientific discourse.  

 

5. Conclusion 

Our aim has been to give a practice-based account of those forms of scientific reasoning 

that are not adequately dealt with by Brandom’s original normative-pragmatics. In order 

to do so, we have expanded Brandom’s characterization of our practices of giving and 

asking for reasons, so that inductive inferences, abduction, idealizations and hypothetical 

thinking find a place in them. In particular, we have criticized Brandom’s account of 

induction in terms of merely entitlement-preserving inferences and we have put forward 

an alternative account by appeal to the notion of degrees of commitment. Moreover, we 

have suggested that idealizations, assumptions and hypothetical thinking do not involve 

the sort of commitments associated with beliefs, but rather a restricted form of discursive 

commitment.  
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