
 1

 
 

Emotive Realism: 
A (Mostly) Neglected Kind of Expressivism 

 
Richard Brown 

 
 
Table of Contents 
Chapter 1. Introduction________________________________________________ 3 

1.1. Philosophical Ethics___________________________________________________ 3 
1.2. Metaethics Naturalized: Metaethics meets Cognitive Science ____________ 10 
1.3. Previewing Emotive Realism __________________________________________ 16 

Chapter 2. Language and Metaethics__________________________________ 28 
2.1. The Evolution of Emotivism ___________________________________________ 28 

2.1.1 Classical Emotivism______________________________________________________ 31 
2.1.2. After the War ____________________________________________________________ 38 

2.2. Meaning, Speech Acts, and Communication____________________________ 44 
2.2.1 Grice on Meaning ________________________________________________________ 44 
2.2.2. Austin __________________________________________________________________ 48 
2.2.3. Strawson and Neo-Gricean Speech Act Theory ____________________________ 51 

2.3 Meaning, Justification, and the Realism/Irrealism Debate ________________ 53 
1.3.1. The Independence of Metaethics and Normative Theory ____________________ 58 

Chapter 3. Two Current Kinds of Expressivism: Blackburn & Copp______ 62 
3.1. Simon Blackburn_____________________________________________________ 62 

3.1.1 Questions, Internal and External __________________________________________ 66 
3.1.2 Truth, Justification, and the Expressive Way _______________________________ 74 
3.1.3 The Meaning and Use of ‘is True’ in English ________________________________ 81 
3.1.4  Truth and the Serious Nature of Moral Discourse___________________________ 84 

3.2 David Copp___________________________________________________________ 89 
3.2.1 Different Versions of Assertive-Expressivism ______________________________ 91 
3.2.2 The Collapse into Subjectivism____________________________________________ 95 
3.2.3 Robust Moral Properties?_________________________________________________ 98 

3.3 Lessons Learned ____________________________________________________ 100 
Chapter 4. The Varieties of Semantics________________________________ 103 

4.1. The Problem with Semantics _________________________________________ 103 
4.2. Language, Logic, Thought, and Existence: L-Semantics and P-Semantics113 

4.2.1. Introducing Frigidity ____________________________________________________ 119 
4.3. The L-Semantics of Emotive Realism _________________________________ 124 

4.3.1. Some Moral Truths are Analytic__________________________________________ 129 
Chapter 5 The Mental attitudes and their Expression __________________ 134 



 2

5.1. The P-semantics of Emotive Realism _________________________________ 134 
5.1.1. The Moral Sentiments as Propositional Attitudes__________________________ 138 
5.1.2. The Neural Nature of the Emotions_______________________________________ 140 
5.1.3. The Qualitative Character of Conscious Beliefs ___________________________ 143 

Chapter 6. Justification and Emotive Realism_________________________ 163 
6.1. Justifying our Feelings ______________________________________________ 163 
6.2. Constructivism as a Normative Theory________________________________ 167 
6.3. Meta-Metaethics: Constructivism and Realism_________________________ 171 

6.4. The Natural and the Rational ______________________________________________ 175 
References_________________________________________________________ 177 



 3

Chapter 1. Introduction 
 

 

1.1. Philosophical Ethics 

Of all the areas of philosophy ethics is easily the one that has the most 

relevance to our day to day lives as members of society. Indeed, the questions of 

how we ought to act or of what kind of person we ought to be are not unique to 

philosophy. These are some of the earliest questions that human beings asked; 

right up there with questions about the origins and nature of the world we find 

ourselves in.  This is evidenced by the various codes we have from the people 

who lived in ancient Sumaria. Perhaps the best known of these early writings is 

the so-called Code of Hammurabi, believed to have been compiled some 1700 

years before the birth of Christ.1  What is perhaps most surprising about these 

very old rules is that the issues that are dealt with are the very practical issues of 

people who regularly interact with each other.  They are the day to day issues of 

people who have to deal with other people who don’t keep their word, or are in 

other ways dishonest.  

One might say that this pre-philosophic approach culminates in the ten 

commandments of the Mosaic tradition. In this pre-philosophic way of thinking 

the answer to the question ‘why should I do this?’ is always based on the 

authority of some personage, whether God or someone chosen by God. What is 

distinctive of the philosophical approach to ethics, then, is not (necessarily) the 

                                                 
1 Scholars used to date his life to the 21st century before Christ, but there is a lot of evidence that 
has surfaced that dates his life to the 17th century. Here is a link to an article by the historian 
Immanual Velikovsky that details the change http://www.varchive.org/ce/hammurabi.html 
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questions that are addressed, as these are perennial. Rather it is the approach 

that is adopted in answering them that distinguishes philosophical ethics from 

other forms of inquiry. 

Socrates symbolically gets the credit for initiating the philosophical branch of 

ethics, a mere 400 years before the birth of Christ, by advocating that human 

beings could determine the truth about morality via the use of reason and 

argumentation. Though he famously became disillusioned with the metaphysical 

investigations of his predecessors, that is if we are to believe the account given 

in the Phaedo, he never lost his passion for reason as a genuine source of 

knowledge about the right way to live, the kind of person we should strive to be, 

and the nature of moral properties and justification. We can figure out the answer 

to questions like ‘what is the right thing to do?’, ‘what is good about justice and 

courage?’, and most importantly, ‘why should I be moral?’ independently of the 

commands of the gods or the wisdom of the poets. So, when Hammurabi or 

Moses claim to have the Laws handed down from God we, as rational creatures, 

can discover the reasons that God would so command us via the use of reason 

and argument. The point of the Euthyphro question is that if God commands us 

not to murder then it must be because there is something about murder which is 

wrong, and we can then endeavor to discover what it is about murder that would 

be objectionable to a supremely good being (should there turn out to be one).  

This way of construing the task of philosophical ethics naturally leads to two 

different kinds of questions. On the one hand we have the question of what the 

difference between good and bad actions or persons is. By what mark do we 
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classify actions or persons as right or wrong, good or bad, just or unjust, moral or 

immoral, etc? Answering this question is traditionally the province of what is 

called ‘normative ethics’. It is in this branch of ethics that we find the traditional 

kinds of ethical theories like utilitarianism, deontology, contractualism, 

constructivism, and virtue ethics. Each of these theoretical perspectives attempts 

to give a certain kind of answer to the normative questions. Though each type of 

theory does give a different kind of answer to the normative questions, they are 

all united by the assumption that there really are right actions and good people, 

as well as bad people and wrong actions. That is, they all assume that there is a 

correct way to sort actions or persons into good and bad or right and wrong. The 

main thing in dispute is how we do that.  

This is of course to beg the question against the relativist. What if it is the 

case that there are no right actions because there is no such thing as an action’s 

being right or wrong, good or bad? Maybe the truth of the matter is that 

standards of right and wrong are more like standards in fashion. Is there really a 

right answer to whether or not one ought to wear black dress socks with shorts? 

Or whether one should always tuck in a button-up shirt when wearing a tie? If 

there is a right answer to these questions it is probably only relative to what 

happens to be fashionable at the time. If something like this were true about 

morality then trying to give a normative ethical theory would then be a waste of 

time. This makes the issue about relativism in some sense prior to the normative 

questions. The relativists’ challenge must be met before we can even begin to 

theorize about the nature of right actions or good people.  
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This prior question falls under what has come to be called ‘metaethics’ 

because it is a question about the possibility of ethics itself. Socrates deals with 

this question in the Gorgias but Plato is perhaps the first to see that in order to 

answer this question one needs a theory that tells us how there could be a right 

answer. He is the first western philosopher to try to construct a theory that would 

explain how moral judgments could be true and so how relativism could be false. 

I suppose we should symbolically attribute the discovery of metaethics to him. So 

in The Republic he begins by having Thrashymachus set out the challenge to 

morality in Book One and then he develops his theory of the forms as the 

foundation for the answer. Famously, the forms were non-physical, eternal, and 

unchanging objects and included in these were moral properties. Justice for Plato 

was a mind-independent property that was perfect and eternal. All just actions 

and people were just due to their participation in this absolute form of Justice. To 

say that an action is just is to attribute to it the property of participating in the 

Form of Justice. He then goes on to theorize that moral words stand for these 

moral properties just like ordinary physical predicates stand for ordinary physical 

properties.  

Metaethics as so defined is primarily concerned with questions about the 

meaning of ethical terms like ‘good,’ ‘evil,’ ‘ought,’ ‘obligation,’ and ‘right,’ and the 

possibility of the justification of normative moral judgments like ‘suicide bombing 

is morally wrong,’ ‘Uday Hussein was an evil man,’ or ‘Humans ought not to eat 

meat’. Now, though we are concerned with the possibility of the justification of 

these normative judgments, we are not concerned with giving a theory that would 
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tell us, or purport to, whether these judgments are actually correct. Metaethical 

inquiry is concerned only with the nature of the kind of answer that can be given, 

not the actual answers that are given.  

So, for instance, Plato’s answer that there are eternal, perfect, and 

unchanging Forms of Justice and Courage tells us how a normative judgment 

could be true. It does not tell us which ones are. His account amounts to the 

claim the moral judgments are beliefs that are true or false in so far as they 

capture reality as it is in the Eternal Realm of the Forms, just like normal 

predicates work on his view. Telling us what objects do participate in these 

Forms is the job of normative ethics. In Plato’s case the normative theory takes 

the form of a virtue ethics based on his analogy between the parts of the soul 

and the parts of a city. While Plato’s normative theory has fallen out of favor, his 

metaethical theory remains quite popular, but I shall not dwell on this here. My 

point is that the proper task of metaethics lies in giving a general theory about the 

nature of moral judgments and the semantics of moral words that would explain 

how realism could be true, or is false, or whatever.  

No metaethical view entails any normative theory and no normative theory 

entails any metaethical view. These can be mixed and matched in almost any 

variety that one wants. This claim is sometimes disputed. One may think that the 

existence of the sentence ‘eating meat is wrong’ entails that there is such a thing 

as wrongness. But this is just wrong! As we have seen, there are plenty of people 

who do claim this. Hussain and Shah make the same kind of mistake when they 

say, 
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Similarly certain metaethical theories, reductive realism for example, will 
entail particular normative claims.  One cannot claim that ‘right’ just means 
“maximizes utility” without its following that if an action maximizes utility, then 
it is right. 

 
But one can claim this! It may turn out to be the case that the best theory of the 

meaning of ‘right’ is ‘maximizing utility’ (say because one thought that Grice was 

generally right, and that this is what people have generally been intending to 

express when they utter the word ‘right’). One could also be an error theorist in 

the sense that, though this is the meaning of the word, it is not the essential 

characteristic of rightness. Of course, the reductive realist doesn’t believe this but 

this is because of some other assumptions, not because of what it means to be a 

reductive realist. So our metaethical theory is completely separate from our 

normative theory. 

Metaethics has traditionally been seen as comprising a distinctively 

philosophical inquiry that is separate from any kind of empirical or scientific 

inquiry. As William Frankena puts it in Ethics (Frankena 1963), 

[metaethics] does not consist of empirical or historical inquiries, nor does it 
involve making or defending any normative or value judgments. It does not try 
to answer either particular or general questions about what is good, right, or 
obligatory. It asks and tries to answer logical, epistemological, or semantical 
questions. (p 4) 
 

These logical, epistemological, and semantical questions occupied center stage 

in Anglophone philosophy through-out most of the Twentieth Century. So much 

so, in fact, that they were widely taken to be the only interesting questions that 

philosophers could (or should) address.  

This led to a rather strange situation in analytic philosophy. There they were, 

in the middle of some of the most gruesome and horrific carnages mankind has 
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ever born witness to, by which I mean the two World Wars and the Holocaust, 

and philosophers studiously avoided any substantive normative debate. As the 

story goes, this stale environment was cleared by the fresh breeze of John Rawls 

and his work. The situation is much improved now, though it is curious that Saul 

Kripke, who is widely regarded as perhaps the greatest living analytic 

philosopher, has no interest in normative ethics or metaethics (though I do think, 

as we will see, that his work is relevant to metaethics). Another thing that has 

cleared, at least for the most part, is the view of philosophy that Frankena 

expresses.  

I agree that metaethics asks and tries to answer logical, epistemological, and 

semantical questions. These are certainly the questions that I will be addressing 

in this dissertation. I also agree that metaethics does not make or defend any 

particular normative judgments. Nor should it, nor for that matter, shall I be 

concerned with any general or particular question about what is right, good or 

obligatory. That is the province of normative ethical theory and is a separate 

theoretical endeavor (though I cannot fully contain my self and shall have 

something to say about these issues in the final section, but we will come back to 

that).  

I do not agree with Frankena’s pronouncement that metaethics does not 

engage in any kind of empirical investigation. Frankena says this because at the 

time that he wrote philosophy was dominated by a kind of philosophy which, 

among other claims, held that there was a strict split between empirical questions 
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and philosophical ones. But since that time there has been something of a 

revolution in philosophy which we might call the ‘cognitive turn’.  

1.2. Metaethics Naturalized: Metaethics meets Cognitive Science 

‘Cognitive science’ denotes a diverse field of inquiry which aims at 

understanding the human mind. It is comprised of researchers in such disjoint 

fields as neuroscience, psychology, sociology, anthropology, philosophy, 

computer science, and linguistics. Each of these disciplines has in its own way 

been involved in some aspect of the study of the nature of the human mind and 

its place in the natural world. The development of cognitive science as an 

independent area of enquiry signifies the growing recognition by researchers in 

all of the fields mentioned above that real progress can only be made by a 

sharing of information and results across disciplines. With this recognition comes 

a rethinking of the place of philosophy in relation to the sciences. It is no longer 

feasible for a philosopher to lock himself into a cabin for a month or two and set 

about deducing the a priori truths about reality. Experimental results are vital for 

philosophical theories and philosophers ignore them at their peril.  

The cognitive turn in philosophy begins in the mid 1940’s and ‘50’s as a 

reaction to the behaviorism of the day and has had far reaching effects in 

philosophy. In the philosophy of mind, for instance, the cognitive turn leads first 

to the mind-brain identity theory of Place, Smart and Feigl (and later Armstrong) 

(Feigl 1967; Armstrong 1968; Smart 1991; Place 2004). These philosophers saw 

that theoretical work in the brain sciences could be used to solve philosophical 

problems (Brown 2006). Then, when there seemed to many to be conceptual 
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problems with the identity theory, and inspired by the developing field of 

computer science and artificial intelligence, we saw the rise of the now dominant 

view in the philosophy of mind known as functionalism.  

Another area of significant interaction and success is the story of theories of 

concepts. Philosophers have long been interested in concepts; indeed it was a 

common place of the last Century that the role of philosophy lay in conceptual 

analysis. Sadly no conceptual analysis was ever completed and so philosophers 

reluctantly looked at what was going on in psychological work on concepts and 

became integral to developing proto-type theories of concepts as an alternative 

to the standard ‘concepts are definitions’ line that had been abandoned in 

philosophy and linguistics.  This area is still thriving with debate about Jerry 

Fodor’s conceptual atomism (Fodor 1998).  

Now I do not want to dwell on these subjects overly long but I am trying to 

point out that ethics sticks out as the one area of philosophical enquiry that has 

resisted influence from the cognitive turn. This is no doubt due in large part to the 

popularity of the fact/value distinction. Science is in the business of determining 

facts, ethics is in the business of evaluating values; never the twain shall meet. 

Virginia Held has voiced this concern in a particularly clear way (Held 1996). As 

she says, 

I..argue that cognitive science has rather little to offer ethics, and that what is 
has should be subordinate to rather than determinative of the agenda of 
moral philosophy. Moral philosophers often make clear at the outset that 
moral philosophy should not see the scientific or other explanation of behavior 
and moral belief, or the prediction and control that science has aimed at, as 
our primary concerns. Our primary concern is not explanation but 
recommendation. I start from this position: ethics is normative rather than 
descriptive. (p.69) 
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Held is not here denying that cognitive science has any application or relevance 

to ethics, she is denying that it can provide any real insight into the normative 

questions.  

This may seem to be obviously true for normative ethics; it is hard for me to 

see how neuroscience or psychology could show us which theory of justification 

was in fact the correct one. Yet, of course, there are philosophers who think that 

cognitive science is vital for normative ethics. One such philosopher is Mark 

Johnson. Responding to the kind of criticism that Held advances he (Johnston 

1998) says, 

Every moral tradition and every moral theory necessarily presupposes some 
specific view of how the mind works and what a person is. The cognitive 
sciences constitute our principle source of knowledge about human cognition 
and psychology. Consequently, the cognitive sciences are absolutely crucial 
to moral philosophy (p 691) 
 

This is certainly true of normative theories. Think of the kind of utilitarianism that 

Mill advocates. Whether or not psychological hedonism is true, and so whether or 

not ethical hedonism is true, and so finally whether or not Mill’s kind of 

utilitarianism is true, is an empirical claim about human beings. It is the claim 

that, as a matter of fact, we are so built so as only to desire pleasure and the 

absence of pain. This is exactly the kind of question that the cognitive sciences 

are in a position to answer and so I find myself in agreement with Johnson here. 

However, I will leave the question about the relevance of cognitive science to 

normative theories to one side and instead turn to talking about the relation of 

cognitive science to metaethics.  
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Whatever the relevance of cognitive science is to normative ethical theory it 

seems obviously relevant to, and vital for, metaethical theories. Consider the 

traditional questions that metaethics addresses. These, as I have already said, 

are questions about the meaning of moral terms and the nature and possibility of 

the justification of normative judgments. The question about the meaning of 

ethical words is one that has been addressed at length by philosophers of 

language, but as it is a claim about semantics it should be informed by work in 

formal semantics, logic, linguistics, and psychology. It is even more obvious that 

questions about the nature of moral judgments belong to cognitive science. 

Metaethical theories that emphasize the role that the emotions play make all 

kinds of claims about the nature of the mental states in question. There has been 

a lot of investigation into the nature of the emotions done in psychology and 

neuroscience and we want a theory that is informed by these advances in 

cognitive science. As a case in point let us briefly examine one of the major 

controversies in metaethics.  

Looking at the history of philosophy shows two overarching camps in 

metaethics known as Rationalists and Sentimentalists. On the one hand we have 

the rationalist tradition that views moral truths as self-evident truths known via 

reason. This tradition is in the Platonic tradition and seems to be inspired by 

mathematical truths. On the other we have the sentimentalist tradition that views 

moral truths as either reactions to natural phenomena, like secondary-properties, 

or as emotional reactions like our attitudes of taste. The guiding metaphor in this 

sentimentalist tradition is art. Each of these traditions has important insights to 
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offer and each tradition has a set of powerful motivations as well as a powerful 

set of objections.  

The sentimentalists have always recognized the important role that the 

emotions play in our moral life, and this has begun to be borne out in recent 

neuroscientific and psychological studies. There are numerous studies that 

indicate that the emotions play more of a role in moral decision making than the 

rationalists would like to admit (for a nice survey of current research see (Greene 

and Haidt 2002)). For someone like me, who sees science as natural philosophy 

this means that sentimentalism captures some aspect of the empirical 

metaethical truth. The emotivists of the last Century developed powerful tools in 

the philosophy of language to account for how our moral language is related to 

these emotional states and these insights should be learned from.  

The rationalist has traditionally held that the emotions mislead us. Only 

reason, cool, calm, impartial reason, free from the fetters of passion, could 

deliver moral truth. On their side they have the very powerful pull of moral realism 

(what that is, I will put off until the next chapter); and I must say that I feel this 

pull. If the sentimentalists are right then it seems to many that morality is just a 

matter of opinion, but how could it be a matter of opinion that one should keep 

their promises? Or that causing unnecessary suffering is evil? Whether Hitler, 

Stalin, Polpot, or Saddam Hussein were really evil would then also be merely a 

matter of opinion. But this offends against common sense! We could not say that 

one way of life was any better or any worse than any other. Killing innocent 
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civilians for pleasure seems to be objectively wrong and the sentimentalist is 

traditionally seen as being unable to account for that. 

The problem with rationalism, of course, has been its conflict with naturalism. 

The rationalist, from Plato onward, are seen as committed to an ontology that is 

not friendly to the naturalist. The idea that there are moral properties ‘out there’ 

that are not natural properties is very hard for a scientifically minded philosopher 

in the 21st Century to take seriously. So we seem to be between a rock and a 

hard place. On the one hand we have our commitment to naturalism and so to 

the denial that there are any non-physical aspects to reality. Sentimentalism then 

seems to be the right theory and has some experimental support. On the other 

hand we have moral realism and the claim that there are some moral truths 

which conflicts with naturalism; but how can we give up the claim that the rape 

rooms that Saddam Hussein allowed under his dictatorship are anything but pure 

evil? How can we say that whether it is good to greet someone and wrong to 

slowly torture them to death depends simply on the way you happen to be feeling 

that day!?!?!?  

One then seems forced to decide between naturalism with the bitter after 

taste of relativism or rationalism with its depressingly overpopulated ontology and 

incompatibility with science. This, it seems to me, is a far greater and more 

pressing problem than the incompatibility of relativity physics with quantum 

theory that physicists are dealing with.   

I think that we can see that in a very real sense both are right if we adopt a 

certain view of mind, language, and their relation. Drawing on work from the 
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philosophy of language and logic, psychology, and neuroscience I will try to 

develop a metaethical position that allows us to recognize the role that the 

emotions play in our moral lives while at the same time allow for the possibility 

that moral realism is true. I call this kind of view Emotive Realism. I want to briefly 

give a synopsis of this view and the argument for it. 

1.3. Previewing Emotive Realism 

The metaethical view that I want to defend is actually quite simple. In a 

nutshell the claim is that when someone sincerely and literally says, for instance, 

“eating meat is morally wrong”, this person has  

(a) expressed a moral emotion about eating meat  
      and, at the same time, with the same utterance (i.e. saying) 
(b) expressed the belief that the moral emotion in (a) is the correct one to 
have.  
 

To intentionally express these two attitudes is to perform the speech act of 

moral condemnation. I think that, by obvious means, we could get a similar 

speech act for moral approbation. The belief expressed in (b) has a truth value 

that is determined by the correct theory of justification, whichever one that 

happens to be. Our theory about how we use moral language to express moral 

judgments and our theory about the nature of the justification of those moral 

judgments are orthogonal issues. Though the basic view can be stated quite 

simply there is much to be done in order to make it a viable metaethical position. 

In particular I need to say something about each of the boldly italicized 

expressions in the sketch above.  

The first part, dealt with in chapter four is the job of giving a general semantic 

theory from which our semantic theory of moral terms will follow. I follow Michael 



 17

Devitt in taking semantics to be a natural science and so adopt what he calls the 

‘metaphysics first’ approach. Given the state of chaos in semantic theory it 

seems wise to take a step back and to try and identify just what the semantic 

task is supposed to be. I argue that there are theoretical reasons to think that 

there are two distinct and equally legitimate notions of ‘the semantic task’ one 

involving thoughts and the way they come to be meaningful, the other involving 

sentences and how they come to be meaningful. To distinguish these from each 

other I dub them ‘L-semantics’ for a semantical theory that is aiming at explaining 

how sentence types come to have meaning. The other I call ‘P-semantics’ for a 

semantical theory that is aiming at explaining how thought tokens come to have 

meaning.  

I then present an argument that these two theories are distinct drawn from 

philosophical logic. In brief the argument is that when we model proper names as 

singular terms in a formal semantical theory, like the one given in first-order 

predicate logic or more worrisome in an extension of it like modal logic, we end 

up with absurd results. In particular we end up with the result that we can prove 

that any object must necessarily exist. I argue that this shows that we cannot 

treat names, that is, linguistic items, as singular terms, or rigid designators. 

Rather they are what I call ‘frigid designators’. Frigid designators are basically 

definite descriptions, which following Russell I model as quantifier phrases. I 

briefly look at Kent Bach’s version of what he calls Nominal Description theory, 

being the view that a name N is semantically equivalent to the nominal 

description that mentions the name, as he puts it, ‘the bearer of “N”’. So the 
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conclusion of this section is that English has no singular terms. It is a purely 

descriptional device. Our theory of English, as a language, a tool that we 

Humans use to express our thoughts, consists purely in predicates, quantifiers, 

variables, and the logical constants and connectives. The meaning of these is 

either given by some conventional truth-functional or model-theoretic account as 

in the case of the quantifiers all ‘(x)’ and some ‘E(x)’ and logical constants like ‘&’ 

and ‘~’ and ‘ ’ or in terms of satisfying a description.   

But all of this is an entirely separate matter from determining whether I 

perform the act of asserting or commending when I utter it. That is a question of 

what mental states or attitudes or emotions I am expressing (which I address in 

the fifth chapter). The linguistic meaning of the English words (and indeed, the 

syntax and grammar of English) will constrain how they can be used, but it will 

become clear that we can use one and the same linguistic phrase to express any 

number of mental states. The linguistic meaning of the sentence that we use will 

be determined by the dictionary meaning of the words that occur in the sentence 

plus the grammar for English. I then argue that linguistic meaning in this sense 

can be explained in the Gricean way that appeals to speaker intentions.  

So to apply this general account to moral language I argue that the sentence 

say, ‘Uday Hussein was an evil man’ by which I mean to be talking about the 

English sentence type that you and I could both use to express our thoughts and 

feelings about Uday Hussein, will mean something like (1) below, 

(1) the individual called “Uday Hussein” deserves moral condemnation 
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and this sentence will be true just in case Uday did deserve moral condemnation 

and false if he did not. This will depend on what the correct account of 

justification is and so is neutral as between all theories of justification just as 

promised. Similarly, something like ‘keeping one’s promises is good/right’ will 

mean something like (2), 

(2) doing what one is bound to do is commendable/in accordance with 
what is just, good, or proper 

 
We thus heed the real lesson of the open question argument. The moral words 

are all inter-defined and completely independent of any theory of justification. 

None of the definitions of the moral words mention, or need to, any essential 

property or attribute of the things that are good, just, or proper. That is the job of 

a normative theory, which I shall address in the final chapter.  

 An interesting consequence of this kind of view is that some moral truths 

will turn out to be analytic. Now, before any hackles are aroused, I argue for an 

austere notion of analyticity inspired by Michael Devitt’s account in Coming to 

Our Senses. This kind of account rejects the traditional link between analytic 

truths and a priori knowledge. To say that a sentence is analytic is just to say that 

it can be reduced by definition to a logical truth. So, according to the L-semantic 

theory that I argue for, the sentences ‘murder is wrong’ and ‘you ought to keep 

your promises’ will mean something like (3) and (4) below, 

(3) unjustified killing is unjustified 
(4) you have an obligation to do what you obligate yourself to 

which are both logical truths. The analytic truths serve as the major premises in 

moral arguments and are completely neutral as between theories of justification. 
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Now, again, all of this has bee solely about sentences construed as linguistic 

types. I have so far said nothing about the nature of the mental states that we 

express or the way in which we express them. This is the task of the second part 

of the project in chapter five.  

In the first part of this chapter I clarify and defend Bach and Harnish’s neo-

Gricean theory of attitude expression. According to this view to express a mental 

attitude is to utter something with the (reflexive) intention that your hearer take 

your utterance to be evidence that you, the speaker, have the belief that you 

intend to be expressing (or whatever mental attitude is in question). However, it 

is also sometimes the case that we do not intend to be expressing any attitude 

(as is the case with Fruedian slips), and in those cases we need a different 

theory of attitude expression in the form of a causal theory. So to consciously 

express a moral emotion is to say or do something with the reflexive intention 

that the hearer take your performance, given the context and what you both 

mutually believe and know, as evidence that you have the moral emotion 

specified in the reflexive intention. You count as succeeding in this if you get the 

hearer to recognize, partly on the basis that you intend them to so recognize, the 

attitude you intended to express. One unconsciously expresses a moral emotion 

when one’s performance is caused by the mental state in question in the 

absence of a reflexive intention to communicate.  

By a moral emotion I mean pretty much what Ayer and Hume and Hutcheson 

meant, which is a distinctly moral feeling. There are several competing theories 

of emotions out there and I will briefly canvass the views and argue for the 
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traditional Empiricist view is right, and that this is supported by some current 

research in emotions in neuroscience. I see them in the simplest terms as just 

different ways of feeling about things. This is surely the common sense view of 

what they are, and the way they have usually been construed in the 

sentimentalist tradition. They differ among themselves in terms of experienced 

quality as well as what that experienced quality is directed at or held towards. So 

being angry about some violation of a moral code is a way of feeling about that 

violation. This way of feeling about the violation differs from the way that it feels 

to have some other mental attitude towards the violation.  

 The moral emotions work the same way. So to condemn morally is to 

have a strong feeling of disapproval towards something. The moral emotions are 

particular ways of feeling about something. In this group I would include anger, 

guilt, and resentment as well as obligation (it is in fact one of the meanings of 

‘obligation’ that there is a feeling of obligation), and moral approbation and 

condemnation. But I also think that, aside from the distinctive moral feelings or 

emotions that we express, we often also do the kinds of things that the post-war 

writers pointed out. Sometimes we are grading, sometimes we are expressing 

emotions, sometimes we are commanding etc.  

Which we are doing in any given instance will depend on what our 

intentions are. In all these cases what we express is a moral sentiment as well as 

the belief that the moral sentiment is the correct one to have. So if we are 

performing the activity of grading we also express the belief that the grade is the 

correct one for the action/person in question if we are expressing a moral 
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emotion then we also express the belief that our emotion is the correct one to 

have and so on. The mental content towards which the mental attitudes are held 

is given by a theory like Michael Devitt’s molecularism. Some thoughts get their 

meaning via direct causal relations to the world; others get them via the 

inferential relations that hold between thought tokens.  Already we are blurring 

the lines between rationalism and sentimentalism.  

Of course the real dispute between rationalism and sentimentalism is the one 

over what can act as a motivating reason. So, a sentimentalist like Hutcheson is 

perfectly happy saying that reason can provide justifying reasons but he denies 

that reason can ever provide motivating reasons. This of course shows up in 

Hume’s famous turn of phrase where he says that reason is a slave to the 

passions. I will argue that emotive realism is compatible with this claim, so if 

anyone likes the kind of ethical theory that I want to defend but also wanted to 

stay within the traditional empiricist framework they could.  

However, I think that if it were to be the case that the cognitive attitudes like 

belief turned out to be qualitative mental attitudes then there would be a 

straightforward way in which reason could provide motivating reasons. In fact I 

think that it is very natural to extend the analysis of the moral emotions to cover 

all propositional attitudes. In the final section of this chapter I give the argument 

that we should construe the propositional attitude of belief as a qualitative mental 

attitude held towards some represented proposition, just like we did with the 

moral emotions. In particular I argue that the mental attitude of belief just is 

feeling convinced of the truth of some represented proposition. There are several 
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independent reasons to think that beliefs should be qualitative and this is a nice 

account of what it means to say that they are. I will look at three arguments. 

The first is the growing literature on hearing a sentence ‘comprehendingly’ 

versus as gibberish. This indicates that if one pays careful attention to one’s 

experience one can notice the qualitative aspect of thoughts. I then address the 

issue of whether this qualitative aspect is part of the mental attitude or part of the 

mental content towards which the mental attitude is directed. I suggest that the 

model I propose can explain the evidence that is often taken to support the claim 

that it is part of the content and so we need an additional argument for thinking 

that it is in fact part of the mental content. Secondly if it is the mental attitudes 

which are qualitative then we can explain why it is so easy to miss it in 

introspection. When we introspect a belief that 2+2=4 and a belief that, say, 

George Washington is the first U.S. President and come away with the feeling 

that they do not have an qualitative aspect to them it is because these are both 

the same kind of beliefs and so will be qualitatively very similar. The second kind 

of argument is really just a group of intuition pumps, which I will save until we get 

to them.  

There is also another kind of argument that can be given for the claim that 

beliefs are qualitative mental states that there is something that it is like for a 

creature to have. In the discussion of the emotions and the data from 

neuroscience it comes out that there is some reason to think that some kind of 

higher-order theory of consciousness is true. In fact, this is a crucial part of the 

argument that I will present to the effect that the emotions simply consist in 
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feeling some particular way towards some represented content. But if this is true 

then we have another reason to think that the beliefs are qualitative, because all 

higher-order theories are committed to the claim that they are, on pain of failing 

to deliver the promised naturalistic account of qualitative consciousness. So the 

view that I ultimately arrive at really does blur the line between rationalism and 

sentimentalism by allowing beliefs to be motivating reasons. This seems to me to 

be the natural conclusion, Surely Hume is right when he says that reason alone 

never motivates us to do anything. But surely it is also right that sentiment (or 

desire) alone also never motivates us to do anything. To get anything done what 

we need is reason and sentiment in co-ordination, and what better way to 

accomplish that than by having qualitative conscious beliefs?  

 Finally there is the question about the justification of our moral judgments. I 

will address this issue in the sixth chapter. The first thing to do is to address the 

issue of whether it even makes sense to say that we can justify our moral 

emotions. What could it mean to say that a belief about the correctness of a 

moral reaction could be true or false? As I have been at pains to indicate, 

everything that I have said so far is completely neutral as between theories of 

justification. The issue of justification boils down to the question ‘is the belief in 

(b) ever true and if so how?’ Now one could endorse everything that I have said 

so far and everything that I will argue for in the first 5 chapters and then decide 

that the belief that we express is in fact never true. The view you would end up 

with would be similar to the Stevenson’s view, though updated in light of the 

illocutionary/perlocutionary distinction. This kind of view would be similar to, yet 
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distinct from, Blackburn’s Quasi-Realism as it would hold that when we say that 

murder is wrong we are expressing our moral emotion (condemnation) towards 

murder and at the same time the belief that this is the correct emotional reaction 

to have, and we may have all kinds of reasons to think this, but ultimately we 

would be wrong.  Now, I do not hold this view! I am merely trying to point out that 

one could hold this view. I think we can provide a plausible naturalist model of 

what it means to say that an emotional reaction is justified drawn from the work 

of Phillipa Foot.  

So this version of expressivism can be entirely realist or entirely emotive. Our 

theory of justification will give us an account of why the moral feeling that we 

have expressed is the correct one to have. This answer may be a constructivist 

one, or a utilitarian one, or a deontological one, or even some combination of 

these views. In the final chapter I will address this issue from the standpoint of a 

commitment to naturalism and see what our options are. I will argue that we need 

a mixed theory of justification that exploits all of the major normative theories. 

What we want is a moral theory that takes account of certain basic facts about 

Human Beings; like that they are rational, autonomous, and sentient. But I do not 

see any reason to think that these properties are moral properties. They are 

natural properties that we expect a moral theory to take into account.   

This suggests that we adopt a constructivist theory of justification. 

Constructivism, as a normative theory, tells us that the rightness of an action is 

constructed via some procedure like the categorical imperative or the veil of 

ignorance. This is because morality is a shared project and from the point of view 
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of this project we can see that certain principles (likely a utilitarian one, a 

deontological one, and a principle of justice). But this is not a metaethical theory. 

This is a normative theory. I then argue that either constructivism isn’t really a 

distinctive metaethical theory at all by looking at the recent Shah and Hussain 

paper mentioned earlier or else it is a version of relativism.  

The basic idea behind their argument is that the constructivist needs to offer 

an account of why the constructed principles are supposed to be the correct 

ones. At this point the usual options all offer themselves. One can hold that the 

construction is correct because it  has the non-natural property of goodness, or 

the natural property of maximizing utility, or the interests of sentient beings, or 

because those are the ones that we are interested in. So constructivism isn’t a 

distinctive metaethical doctrine opposed to realism and irrealism. It is a normative 

theory about how to determine which actions are good/bad or right/wrong. Or, if it 

is a distinctive metaethical doctrine, it is a new version of relativism. I conclude 

by suggesting a naturalist underpinning for the construction process.  

It seems to me that one way to understand what Aristotle meant when he said 

that ethics is a matter of developing phronesis, or practical wisdom, is that we 

need to develop the ability to know which kind of thinking to bring to bear in 

actual circumstances. So the moral person is the one who knows when to apply 

deontological reasoning or consequential reasoning or reasoning about a 

person’s character in the various dilemmas they find themselves in. These kinds 

of thinking are themselves grounded in the rational nature of human beings. All of 

the realist ethical traditions appeal at some point to something like 
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universalizability or ‘the impartial spectator’ or considering one’s actions from “the 

perspective of the universe” (Sigewick). This suggests that the reason that the 

constructed principles are the right ones is because they are the rational ones 

given the project. Thus ultimately I defend a kind of rationalism, though I then 

argue that reason is a natural non-normative property.  

I will conclude by briefly discussing the challenge from Gibbard that holds that 

rationality is itself a normative concept and so the equation of the rational with 

the right doesn’t escape the normative circle. But this objection is misguided. 

Gibbard himself makes clear that what he is trying to explain is what it is for 

someone to accept something as rational. This is a distinct project from showing 

that rationality is itself normative. This echoes the lesson learned from looking at 

Blackburn’s work which is that the fact that people use these words in these 

various ways depends on the words themselves already having an established 

meaning. That is the very thing that makes it so easy to use them in the way that 

we have been pointing out.  


