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Chapter 2. Language and Metaethics 

 

In this chapter I want to do three related things. The first thing that I want to 

do is to rehearse the history of emotivism in the 20th Century. What will emerge 

from this rehearsal is a picture of a theory that gradually progresses towards 

separating the issues of meaning from justification, as I argued we must do in the 

first chapter. The second thing that I want to do is to rehearse some basic 

distinctions in the philosophy of language that will be crucial for understanding 

the two views we will look at in the next chapter. This will lead us to the third task. 

Each of these two views is an instance of carrying on the expressivist tradition in 

different ways. One owing more to Stevenson and Grice, the other to Ayer and 

Austin. What we will see as we rehearse this twice told tale is a kind of evolution 

from sentimentalism to expressivism to what I call emotive realism.   

2.1. The Evolution of Emotivism 

It had been long recognized that language can be used to do more than to 

merely describe the world. This is explicit in Berkeley, especially in Section 20 of 

the Introduction to his Principles (Berkeley 1710/1998). He there says, 

Besides, the communicating of ideas marked by words is not the chief and 
only end of language, as is commonly supposed. There are other ends, as 
the raising of some passion, the exciting to, or deterring from an action, 
the putting the mind in some particular disposition…I entreat the reader to 
reflect with himself, and see if it doth not often happen either in hearing or 
reading a discourse, that the passions of fear, love, hatred, admiration, 
disdain, and the like arise, immediately in his mind upon the perception of 
certain words, without any ideas coming between (p 99) 
 

 He even suggests that ‘good’ and ‘danger’ are examples of words that do not 

stand for ideas but rather serve to excite passions or exhort to action. This is 



 29

mentioned in Warnock’s Ethics since 1900 (Warnock 1960, p 64) but what she 

does not point out is that Berkeley is much more radical than this. He goes on in 

Section 20 to argue that even proper names “do not seem always spoken, with a 

design to bring into our view the Ideas of those individuals that are supposed to 

be marked by them.” Sometimes they are used “to dispose me to embrace his 

opinion,” as when I say that Aristotle held some view simply as a way of getting 

you to accept it. So, it had been a long standing view in the empiricist tradition 

that language could be used in ways that went contrary to their meanings and for 

more subtle purposes than to describe the world. 

Perhaps even more surprising is that we can see this kind of idea being 

formulated as far back as The Port Royal Logic in 1662 (Arnauld and Nicole 

1662/1861). In Part I chapter XIV the authors distinguish another kind of 

definition that involves what they call ‘accessory ideas’. As they say, 

Now it often happens that a word, besides the principle idea, which we 
regard as the proper signification of that word, excites many other ideas, 
which may be termed accessory, to which we pay but little attention, 
though the mind receives the impression of them. 
 
For example, if one says to another, You lied there, and we regard only 
the principle signification of that expression, it is the same thing as if we 
had said to him, You know the contrary of what you say. But, besides this 
principle signification, these words convey an idea of contempt and 
outrage; and they inspire the belief, that he who uttered them would not 
hesitate to do us harm, which renders them offensive and injurious. (p 88) 

 
So here we see the beginnings of the ideas which we will make much of in the 

coming pages. Though I should be quick to add that the authors of the Port Royal 

logic were not themselves empiricists seeing as how there is a whole chapter on 

knowledge that cannot be derived from the senses.  



 30

In fact we can see an anticipation of the doctrine of emotive meaning in 

the next paragraphs that follow these. The authors go on to point out that often 

these accessory ideas are not annexed to the words by custom but are instead 

dependant on the manner in which the words are delivered; that is to say the 

expression of the accessory ideas depends on the tone of voice, or some 

gesture. But, they continue, “sometimes these accessory ideas are attached to 

the words themselves since they are excited commonly by all who pronounce 

them” (p 89).  

But though there is this recognition that we do more with language than 

describe the world in the 17th Century writing on logic and language this is not 

marshaled to the aid of an empiricist theory of moral discourse. To see this idea 

blossom into the fruit of emotivism we need to go back to Moore’s open question 

argument, which I discussed in the previous chapter. Whether it is true or not this 

argument was widely thought to be fatal to the most plausible naturalist 

candidates for the meaning of ethical terms (at least utilitarianism and 

evolutionary accounts). It looked like one must then either be an intuitionist and 

think that goodness is a simple, non-natural property or, for those who wanted an 

empiricist ethical theory, sentimentalism seemed to be the only choice. But when 

the sentimentalism of Hume was construed as a theory about the meaning of 

ethical terms it faced serious problems.  

Sidgwick illustrates one of these problems nicely (Sidgwick 1874/1952). If the 

meaning of ‘suicide bombing is morally wrong’ is just that I morally disapprove of 

it, then when you say that suicide bombing is acceptable that just means that you 
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morally approve of it. These two facts are consistent (that I approve and you do 

not), but yet the sentences ‘suicide bombing is morally wrong,’ and ‘suicide 

bombing is morally right’ seem to contradict each other. Obviously the other side 

sees this and so to be charitable, Sidgwick supposes, we must take the 

sentimentalists to be talking about the justification for thinking that suicide 

bombing is wrong. The justification of our judgment is our feeling of moral 

disapproval. But if this is so it then becomes entirely mysterious what the 

sentences that we utter mean.  

Urmson sums up the situation nicely in the following passage 

…the emotive theory of ethics has its origins in epistemological despair. 
There is no account of the meaning of ethical utterances hitherto proposed 
which is epistemologically acceptable, since naturalism is unfortunately false 
and non-naturalism is abhorrent. (Urmson 1968 p. 19)  

 
With this in mind let us turn to looking at the classical versions of emotivism.  
 

2.1.1. Classical Emotivism 

The emotivists (Ayer 1936/1946; Stevenson 1937/1963; Stevenson 1944) 

responded by agreeing with Moore that ‘good’ cannot be defined in the sense 

that Moore had in mind, i.e. giving a natural property which was the essence of 

good; ‘good’ had no meaning in that sense because it was not supposed to stand 

for a property at all, it was supposed to merely express our feelings in much the 

same way that ejaculations and interjections do. Ayer puts this most starkly and 

succinctly when he famously says,   

If I…say, “stealing money is wrong.” I produce a sentence which has no 
factual meaning—that is, expresses no proposition which can be either 
true or false. It is as if I have written “Stealing money!!”—where the shape 
and thickness of the exclamation marks shows, by a suitable convention, 
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that a special sort of moral disapproval is the feeling which is being 
expressed (LTL p 107) 
 

I do not describe myself as having this feeling, rather I directly express the moral 

feeling in much the same way that ‘ouch!’ does not report that I am in pain but 

serves to express my pain. And just as ‘Ouch!’ can’t be true or false and doesn’t 

mean ‘I am in pain’, neither is “Saddam Hussein is evil” true or false nor does it 

mean that Saddam Hussein has the property of being evil. Moral sentiments can 

in no way be objective and are in the end simply brute. According to Ayer and 

Stevenson, though we may have some moral sentiments because of the factual 

beliefs that we have, in the end it is always possible that I approve of murder and 

you do not even though we agree on all the facts. Thus, according to Ayer, there 

is no such thing as real disagreement in ethics. 

Ayer goes on to argue that expressing emotion is not the sole function of 

moral utterances. They are also used to exhort to action or to commend. He 

says, 

It is worth mentioning that ethical terms do not serve only to express feeling. 
They are calculated to arouse feeling, and so to stimulate action. Indeed, 
some of them are used in such a way as to give the sentences in which they 
occur the effect of commands” (ibid, p 108).  
 

He is here recognizing that we do more than merely express our emotions when 

we engage in moral discourse, we also have perlocutionary goals; we want to 

arouse feeling and stimulate action. This certainly is worth mentioning, I dare say 

it was good of him to do so! In fact, he continues, 

We may define the meaning of various ethical words in terms both of the 
different feelings they are ordinarily taken to express, and also the 
different responses which they are calculated to provoke. (p108) 
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Taken together it looks as though what he has in mind is the idea that the 

meanings of ethical terms are given by the way that people use them.  

Stevenson’s view is a bit different from the way that Ayer’s is. The clearest 

statement of it is in his 1937 paper The Emotive Meaning of Ethical Terms 

(Stevenson 1937/1963), so let us take a closer look at the argument of that 

paper. He begins by pointing out that 

broadly speaking, there are two different purposes which lead us to use 
language. On the one hand we use words (as in science) to record, clarify, 
and communicate beliefs. On the other hand we use words to give vent to our 
feelings (interjections), or to create moods (poetry), or to incite people to 
actions or attitudes (oratory). The first use of words I shall call “descriptive,” 
the second “dynamic.” Note that the distinction depends solely upon the 
purpose of the speaker. (p 19) 
 

Notice that for Stevenson dynamic language use is not restricted to moral 

discourse. It is a general feature of language use. Less broadly speaking he has 

in mind such specific purposes like encouraging someone, arousing sympathy, 

dropping a hint, satisfying a want, leading to believe, making a prediction, and 

communicating a belief. Some of these purposes result in descriptive uses of 

language while others result in dynamic uses.  

Stevenson goes on to argue that the two different uses of language are not 

mutually exclusive. An utterance of ‘hydrogen is the lightest known gas,’ may be 

a descriptive use, which would mean that the purpose of the speaker was “to 

lead the hearer to believe this, or believe that the speaker believes it,” (ibid); but 

it may not. That is, depending on what the purpose of the speaker is, they could 

be either expressing a belief with the aim of communicating information about 

hydrogen, or they could be expressing their undying fascination with that most 
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sublime of gases, hydrogen with the aim of making you appreciate it as well. 

Which one it is that we happen to be doing depends on our purpose, not on the 

semantic meaning of the sentence that we use.  

The meaning of the sentence ‘hydrogen is the lightest gas’ remains the same 

whether the sentence is used dynamically or descriptively. In general Stevenson 

says that dynamic usage is independent from semantic meaning and that we 

cannot  

determine whether words are used dynamically or not merely by reading the 
dictionary—even assuming that everyone is faithful to dictionary meanings. 
Indeed, to know whether a person is using a word dynamically we must note 
his tone of voice, his gestures, the general circumstances under which he is 
speaking, and so on (ibid 19-20).  
 

We must not only know what the person said but also what they intend to be 

expressing in saying what they did as well as what they intend to accomplish by 

saying what they did.  

So, any given sentence, say ‘hydrogen is the lightest known gas,’ has a 

meaning as determined by the dictionary meaning of its parts and the grammar 

of English. But on any given occasion of its use a person may mean exactly what 

it means, or what it means and more, or something else entirely. Which is the 

case will depend on what the person is trying to do.  

This is quite different from Ayer’s characterization of moral language. For 

Ayer, it seems, the meaning of the ethical terms is given simply by the 

conventions of the language that arise from the use that the language is put to. 

For Stevenson, however, we have that kind of meaning as well as the purpose of 

the speaker. We will see in the next section that this split corresponds to two 
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different ways of taking the theory. We will come back to that. There is another 

difference that is worth mentioning. For Ayer ethical language is used to express 

an emotion, for Stevenson it is used to express what he calls an attitude. He 

defines an attitude as being for or against something and offers as examples 

purposes, aspirations, desires, and preferences (p 3 EL). This is a much broader 

conception of what we are expressing with moral language than that offered by 

Ayer.  

Stevenson then argues that moral discourse is a kind of dynamic usage. 

Moral utterances are ‘instruments’ used in trying to adjust the feelings and 

interests of others. In saying that X is wrong I do not mean to merely express my 

attitude about X, I also want you to have the same attitude as well. When we say 

‘X is wrong’ we are expressing something like ‘I morally condemn X; do so as 

well’ which Stevenson says is really to express the conjunction of attitudes ‘I 

morally condemn X’ and ‘Do so as well,’ at the same time with the same 

utterance. What he means to capture by ‘do so as well’ is what he calls a ‘quasi-

imperative’. We cannot command someone to have the same likes and dislike as 

we do rather what we do is to use ‘suggestion’; we ‘strongly recommend’ that you 

have our attitude as well. More accurately then his analysis is that when we say 

“Sadam Hussein was evil” we express something like “I morally condemn Hitler; I 

strongly recommend that you do so as well.”  

This becomes his explanation of moral disagreement. Were you to counter 

that Hitler was not evil we would not have disagreement in our beliefs but rather 

disagreement in our interests. Our recommendations are different and we are 
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each trying to change the interests of the other. In this way both our interests 

can’t be satisfied and so we do have conflict in ethics. He even suggests that 

most moral disagreements are rooted in disagreement in belief and so admit of 

factual justification. That is, a lot of moral disagreements hinge on some factual 

claim and so if one can convince the other about the truth of the factual claim one 

will change their affective attitudes. So, for instance, if the morality of abortion 

ultimately depends on whether or not the fetus is a person2 then disagreement 

about this is disagreement in belief. What we have to determine is whether or not 

the fetus is, in fact, a person and convincing our opponent of this fact will resolve 

the disagreement.  

This takes care of a lot of cases but real ethical disagreement for Stevenson 

is purely disagreement in interest (p 26). He asks us to consider the following 

scenario.  

A is of a sympathetic nature and B is not. They are arguing about whether a 
public dole would be good. Suppose that they discovered all the 
consequences of the dole. Is it not possible, even so, that A will say that it is 
good, and B that it is bad? The disagreement in interest may arise not from 
limited factual knowledge but simply from A’s sympathy and B’s coldness (p 
29).  
 

Ayer has a passage in the introduction to the Second edition of Language, Truth, 

and Logic where he echo’s this sentiment. It would seem then that at bottom our 

attitudes are just brute and that ultimately disagreement in interests cannot be 

rationally settled. However all hope is not lost, according to Stevenson. This 

person’s attitudes stem from their character and so in order to change their mind 

you will have to change their coldness into sympathy; you must get your 

“opponent to see life through different eyes,” (ibid) and that, according to 
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Stevenson, is a persuasive task, not a rational one. This account of moral 

disagreement leaves most feeling unsatisfied. 

The theory as stated so far met with fierce resistance. On one hand we have 

a problem for the semantic claim that arises from embedding ethical sentences 

into larger contexts. If what we have is really a claim about the meaning of ethical 

terms then it looks like the ‘moral modus ponens’ is no longer valid. Consider the 

following argument. 

P1- murder is evil 
P2- if murder is evil, then Saddam Hussein [suicide bombing] is evil.  
C-So, Saddam Hussein [suicide bombing] is evil 
 

The problem is that it actually turns out that the argument equivocates because 

‘murder is evil’ merely expresses my attitude when it occurs by itself but then in 

the embedded context it does not. So it appears that the argument equivocates 

and so is invalid. This is the so-called Frege-Geach problem. Aside from the 

equivocation it seems as though the very idea of validity in moral arguments is 

lost. If ‘murder is evil’ can be neither true nor false then no argument that it 

occurs in can ever be valid in the formal sense.2  

On the other hand we have an objection to the claim about justification. In 

answer to the challenge from Sidgwick the emotivists claimed, as we saw, that 

there could be no real contradiction in ethics. But this is extremely implausible. It 

certainly seems like people are contradicting me when they approve of murder 

and I do not. This is because, as Sidwick points out, one of the main differences 

between our moral utterances and our utterances about our tastes in food is that 

                                                 
2 That is to say that P1 & P2 and C is not an instance of modus ponens since P1 and the clause in P2 are not 
the same. The real form of that argument would be P1- Boo murder! P2-If murder is evil the Saddam 
Hussein is evil 
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in the former we think that any one who does not feel the same way would be in 

error, while in the matter of our tastes we will affirm, at least after reflection, that 

someone could disagree and not be in error. This reflects the realism inherent in 

our ordinary moral ways of thinking. Since we both can’t be right, and since I 

think that I am right, that means that you must be in error. This is markedly 

different from our acceptance of irrealism in the realm of taste. 

These two challenges must be met by any kind of theory that purports to carry 

on the expressive thesis. We need to be able to square our theory of the 

meaning of ethical terms with the obvious fact that moral terms act just like 

descriptive terms when they are embedded and when they are used in the 

context of making an argument. At the same time we also need to be able to 

account for the difference between the ways we talk about taste in food and the 

ways we talk about morality. This is an important challenge. If a theory is not able 

to capture the difference between our talk about our tastes in food and our moral 

judgments then we should reject that theory.  

2.1.2. After the War 

The post-war ethical writers, Urmson (Urmson 1950), Hare (Hare 1952), 

Nowell-Smith (Nowell-Smith 1954), and Edwards (Edwards 1955, written in 

1950) all deny that they are emotivists, but they are clearly carrying on the work 

began by Ayer and Stevenson.  They accept the expressive thesis, though they 

disagree amongst themselves as to what it is that gets expressed. They all see 

moral discourse as an activity where we use language to do something. So 

Urmson sees ‘good’ and ‘bad’ as grading terms. We use these terms to perform 
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the action of putting people and actions into categories. Hare sees moral 

language as a subspecies of prescriptive language so when we say that stealing 

is wrong we express something akin to a universalizable prescription on stealing: 

‘don’t steal’. Edwards sees moral language as something that is like a command 

or a request but that is distinctly moral and not really a command at all. The most 

sophisticated of these writers is Nowell-Smith. He (P72-73) argues that there are 

different kinds of adjectives. There are aptness words which suggest that a 

certain emotion is appropriate (like ‘horrible’ and ‘sublime’) and there are 

gerundive words which classify objects as praise-worthy or contemptible (‘like 

‘liberal’ and ‘weed’). He then argues that one and the same word will often play 

all of these roles depending on the purposes of the speaker.  He calls this the 

‘Janus Principle’. 

These philosophers saw that once one took the claim about meaning really to 

be the expressive thesis, that is a thesis about language use rather than 

meaning, there was a sense in which moral judgments could be justified or 

objective.3  This was in response to criticisms of Ayer and Stevenson by 

intuitionists like Ross. Ayer seemed to hold that all moral disputes were really 

factual disputes. In the Introduction to the Second Edition of LTL he emphasizes 

his agreement with Stevenson by saying that even though most of our moral 

disagreements are really factual disagreements, it is always possible that two 

persons could agree on all the facts and yet hold differing moral sentiments. If 

this happened there would be no way to say that either of the two persons had 

                                                 
3 I am ignoring, for ease of exposition, that these ideas were the result of the influence of Grice and Austin. 
I will get to this in the next section.  
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the wrong moral sentiment. He also emphasized the claim that a lot of the time 

when we say that something is wrong what we mean is that that thing falls under 

some moral principle that we accept. So if I have completely ‘internalized’ the 

utilitarian theory, when I say that free speech is good I may simply mean that free 

speech maximizes happiness, and then of course my statement is objective and 

has a determinate truth-value and, it would seem, the word ‘good’ would then 

have some ordinary descriptive content. But none the less he insisted that there 

was a use of the word that admits of no truth-value and so in a truly ethical use of 

the word it is still meaningless.  

 Ross (Ross 1939) argued that Ayer’s claim that most (if not all) moral 

disputes are really disputes about some matter of fact undermined his emotivism. 

The problem according to Ross is that when we are arguing over these factual 

beliefs, 

What [we] are attempting to do…is to convince each other that the like, or 
dislike, is justified, in other words that the act has a character that deserves to 
be liked or disliked, is good or bad (p404) 

 
Ross is here objecting to the emotivist’s theory of justification. He is arguing that 

moral argument must be made sense of in a proper moral theory and once you 

do that you find that emotivism is false. When we argue it looks like what we are 

doing is using the facts to justify our moral judgment.  

But with the expressive thesis more explicitly formulated an answer to this 

objection emerged. There was some descriptive content to ethical judgments and 

so we could give reasons for our attitudes but that did not stand in the way of our 
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using those terms to express our moral sentiments. So, Urmson for instance 

says,  

to say that something is good is to commend, approve of, recommend, grade 
highly (and so on according to context) that thing in the light of certain 
recognized criteria either for the kind to which it belongs or from the point of 
view which we have adopted (Urmson 1968, p 130).  
 

So our moral judgments will be in that sense objective. But at the same time what 

we do when we say x is wrong is very different from what we do when we say 

that x is red or square.  

Also, Paul Edwards takes a similar line. He argues that just as when we say 

that food at a certain restaurant is nice there is a certain range of properties that 

are the ‘nice-making’ properties so too when we say of something that it is good 

or bad. The moral words have descriptive content though they are used to 

express something that is akin to a command or a request, but is neither (see for 

instance p139 of The Logic of Moral Discourse). But even so this objectivity is not 

realism because two people may agree on all the facts and yet still have differing 

attitudes. It is still the case that, ultimately at least, two people who disagree can 

both be right. Each may simply be using a set of standards that are different from 

the others’ and there is no way to adjudicate between rival standards.  

What we have seen so far is an evolution from sentimentalism into a theory 

that the expressive thesis entails the justificatory thesis (classical emotivism). 

From there we see it turn into a theory that claims that we use language to 

expresses some non-cognitive (read: not a belief) state and that there is some 

sense in which we can justify these states. This kind of view culminates in the 
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work of the lesser known emotivist William T. Blackstone in his paper ‘Objective 

Emotivism’ (Blackstone 1958).  

Blackstone argued that by using Nowell-Smith’s idea of contextual 

implication, and the distinction from Hutcheson between exciting reasons and 

justifying reasons, we get an emotive theory where to say that X is right is to 

express our moral sentiment and also implicate that we have reasons which 

justify our attitudes.  

Noell-Smith formulated his notion of contextual implication as follows, 

A statement p contextually implies a statement q if anyone who knew the 
normal conventions of the language would be entitled to infer q from p in the 
context in which they occur. Logical implications are a sub-class of contextual 
implications, since if p logically implies q, we are entitled to infer q from p in 
any context whatever. (p 81) 
 

So what Blackstone showed is that we can have a category of theory that I call 

emotive realism, though no one seems to have paid attention. This is why I say 

that emotive realism is a mostly neglected class of theories. This kind of theory 

holds that we express a moral sentiment when we engage in moral discourse 

and that these moral sentiments may be justified by reasons.  

Emotive realism allows us to answer both of the traditional objections to 

expressive theories. On the one hand we can answer the Frege-Geach problem 

by pointing out that we get the logical inferences in virtue of the form of the 

sentences alone. Logic is a syntactic theory; emotive realism is partly a P-

semantic theory about language use. On the other hand emotive realism is able 

to account for the difference between our talk about taste and our talk about 

ethics. It lies in the nature of the justifying reasons that we give for our feelings. If 
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I were to say that broccoli was disgusting and you were to ask me why I would 

likely reply that it tastes bad, and if pushed I would come to the conclusion that 

all that means is that I do not like the taste that it has. But when I say that suicide 

bombing is wrong and you ask me why, I do not talk about what I like and dislike, 

I talk about suffering and what is just. These are very different justifying reasons.  

Hutcheson’s distinction between exciting and justifying reasons is very 

important. The sentimentalist is not committed to the claim that moral judgments 

have no rational support, they are committed to the claim that reason does not 

provide exciting reasons. Reason of course provides justifying reasons, but not 

exciting reasons. The irrealist is then one who claims that the emotions provide 

both kinds of reasons. In fact I think that if we look back at Hobbes and Locke we 

see that there is a way of reading them that preserves this distinction. Reason is 

capable of providing justifying reasons but not exciting reasons. This is the real 

debate between the sentimentalists and the rationalist. The rationalist holds that 

reason alone provides both kinds of reasons.  

In the 70 or so years since emotivism as such was first explicitly formulated 

there has been a lot of progress made in the philosophy of language. The 

expressive thesis went on to inspire Austin and Grice and the theory of speech 

acts.4  We can trace the expressive thesis through the philosophy of language of 

the late 1950’s and 1960’s. What we will see is that there are some basic themes 

that emerged after which we will turn to talking about the combination of theories 

of meaning and justification that we see in current in metaethical theories. 

                                                 
4 Which in turn ‘feeds back’ into the expressivist tradition in the form of influence on Urmson and Nowell-
Smith 
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2.2. Meaning, Speech Acts, and Communication 

In the late 1950’s the expressive thesis was taken only as a thesis about 

the meaning of words. Both Grice and Austin start with it in that capacity and 

then go on to develop the idea in a more general and rigorous way.5 In this 

section I want to trace the development of a particular kind of philosophy of 

language that combines Austin’s theory of speech acts with Grice’s theory of 

meaning into a general theory of human communication.  

2.2.1. Grice on Meaning 

Grice, in his well known paper on meaning (Grice 1957), targets 

Stevenson’s theory of meaning. On Stevenson’s view the meaning of a word was 

its disposition to cause attitudes in hearers and to be caused by attitudes in 

speakers. A word could have either emotive meaning, if it caused or was caused 

by some emotive state of the speaker/hearer, or it could have cognitive meaning 

is it were caused by a cognitive state like a belief. Grice argues that there are two 

related problems with this view about meaning. The first is that an umbrella, or 

indeed any kind of object, can come to have the kind of disposition that 

Stevenson calls the meaning of a word, but surely we do not want to say that the 

umbrella then comes to have meaning. It is easy to imagine that someone’s 

having seen me take an umbrella with me every time it is raining might cause 

them to have the belief that I think that it is raining when they see me take it this 

time, this being due to a complex kind of conditioning, but surely the umbrella 

                                                 
5 I know that Austin was developing speech-act theory since at least 1939, and as he says, it is partly 
inspired by the work that was going on in metaethics, emotivism in particular, but my point here is that by 
the ‘50’s these guys were solely interested in the expressive thesis as a linguistic claim and there was no 
talk about the justification thesis at all. 
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doesn’t mean anything. The second related criticism is that many sentences will 

produce certain attitudes in hearers that it would be extremely odd to think of as 

the sentence’s meaning. Grice’s example is ‘Jones is an athlete’. This sentence 

is very likely to cause someone to have the belief that Jones is tall, but it is 

positively absurd to say that ‘Jones is an athlete’ means ‘Jones is tall’.  

In response to this Grice gives his intentional theory of meaning. It is not 

that the term has a dispositional property but rather that people have generally 

intended to bring about certain psychological effects by uttering the term. On this 

kind of view the word ‘cat’ means what it does in virtue of the fact that people 

have intended to be talking about a certain kind of animal when they use it. With 

this comes the distinction between speaker meaning and sentence meaning. I 

can on a given occasion mean what the sentence means (what people generally 

intend to convey) or rather some further thing (what I specifically intend). His 

strategy is to explain linguistic meaning in terms of speaker meaning. This in fact 

turns out to be another criticism of Stevenson’s view. Even if his causal theory 

could overcome the objections already mentioned it does not seem to be able to 

account for the difference between speaker meaning and sentence meaning.  

When using the word on a particular occasion a person may mean by it what 

the word usually means or something else all together. This leads him to his 

famous theory of implicature (Grice 1975). There are two basic kinds of 

implicature. One is a conversational act carried off via an intentional violation of 

some conversational maxims which the hearer is intended to recognize. I shal 

not here rehearse the various maxims and the way that Grice thinks that they can 
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be exploited or ‘flouted’ to pull of a conversational implicature. It will suffice for 

our purposes to note that conversational implicatures require an inference on the 

part of the hearer to the effect that the implicated meaning is required in order to 

make sense of what the person said, or the way in which they said it. For 

example, if I say ‘metaethics is so stimulating’ with a certain intonation and a 

rolling of the eyes it would be reasonable for you to infer that I actually mean the 

opposite of what I say. These kinds of implicatures Grice call particularized 

conversational implicatures because they depend on the particular context of 

utterance.  

Grice contrasts these with what he calls generalized conversational 

implicatures. Grice’s example of these kind of implicatures is the utterance “X is 

meeting a woman this evening”. Someone who said this would, “normally 

indicate that the person to be met was someone other than X’s wife, mother, 

sister, or perhaps even close Platonic friend,” (LC p 180).  This isn’t part of the 

meaning of ‘a woman’, or so Grice urges in what has become known as ‘Grice’s 

razor’. Why should we postulate a variety of meanings for ‘an X’ when we have a 

simpler more elegant solution available? The simpler theory is that a person who 

says this would normally, or usually, or barring special circumstance, be 

implicating that X was not a wife, etc. 

There are also conventional implicatures, which are not carried off by an 

intentional violation or flouting of the rules but are actually a product of the 

conventional meaning of the words. The standard example of one of these is the 

utterance of ‘she is poor but honest’. This is typically taken to implicate that there 
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is some kind of contrast between being poor and being honest. But, it is claimed, 

this is not part of the linguistic meaning of ‘and’. It is an implicature that has 

become conventionalized. These kind of implicatures are hard to distinguish from 

generalized conversational implicatures, but there are a couple of distinguishing 

features that all conversational implicatures share, and which conventional ones 

lack. 

The first of these is that it is always possible to “explicitly cancel” a 

conversational implicature. So, suppose I say ‘john is meeting a woman and that 

woman is his wife”. No doubt this is an awkward locution, but if I were to say it I 

would have canceled the implicature that John was meeting a woman that wasn’t 

his wife. Generalized conversational implicatures display what Grice calls ‘non-

detachability’ which he characterizes as the inability of finding “another way of 

saying the same thing, which simply lacks the implicature in question” (p 181). 

This is supposed to distinguish the generalized conversational implicatures from 

the conventional implicatures. Since the conventional implicatures are carried off 

due to a convention it will always be easy to find an alternate way of saying the 

same thing that ‘simply’ lacks the implicature.  

So, to take our earlier example, ‘she is poor but honest’ I can easily say ‘she 

is poor and honest’ which is equivalent in meaning but lacks the implicature that 

there is a contrast between the two. This is, of course, assuming that the 

substituted  phrase does not carry some conventional or generalized implicature 

of their own. We will come back to these distinctions in more detail in the third 

chapter when we discuss the view of David Copp.   
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2.2.2. Austin on Speech Acts 

At around the same time Austin was developing his speech act theory. Its 

canonical form is presented in How to Do Things with Words (Austin 1962). His 

main goal was to show that there are some utterances that look like normal 

subject-predicate sentences but are actually in a completely different business 

than describing the world. In the opening lecture he makes some remarks about 

a revolution that is going on in philosophy. He even jokes that we might call it 

“the greatest and most salutary in [philosophical] history,” (p3). He has in mind 

the ‘piecemeal’ exposure of what he would call ‘the constantive fallacy,’ that is 

the fallacy of assuming that all utterances are capable of being either true or 

false. Part of this exposure came from logical positivism and verificationism, 

which claimed to have shown that some sentences were nonsensical, but it was 

also partly started by thinking in ethics. He says, 

It has come to be commonly held that many utterances which look like 
statements are either not intended at all, or only intended in part, to record 
or impart straightforward information about the facts: for example, ‘ethical 
propositions’ are perhaps intended, solely or partly, to evince emotion or 
to prescribe conduct or to influence it in special ways. (ibid)  

 
It is clear from this that Austin is referring to the views of Ayer, Stevenson, and 

Hare. Ethical sentences are not nonsense, they masquerade as statements. So 

even though they look like they can be true or false they cannot. He then tells us 

that “the type of utterance we are to consider is not, of course, in general a type 

of nonsense…rather, it is one of our second class—the masqueraders,” ( p 4). 

The kinds of sentences he is interested in are part of the class in which ethical 

sentences are found. They are masqueraders which look like they report or 
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describe but that are not intended to do so. He thus sees himself as participating 

in the bigger movement against the constantive fallacy begun by emotivism and 

that his contribution is extending the early emotivists’ point to sentences with 

“humdrum” verbs, thereby giving a general account of the various things we can 

do with language.  

After the introduction Austin presents the distinction between constantive 

and performative utterances. Constantive utterances report, describe, or constate 

some state of affairs. They are the truth-apt utterances and include much of our 

garden variety utterances, like ‘New York is on the Hudson,’ and ‘Brooklyn 

College is in Flatbush,’ etc. Performative utterances are not capable of being true 

or false. They are used to perform some action and so are literally speech acts. 

Promising, christening, ordering, betting, etc. are prime examples of this kind of 

utterance. For instance saying (sincerely) “I promise to pay you back” is to make 

a promise, saying “sit down!” is an order, and etc. Austin sees performative 

utterances as little rituals that are governed by conventions and so they have 

‘felicity conditions’ but no truth conditions. So, if I have no authority to order you, 

or I don’t have the power to christen this boat, I have not really performed those 

actions. Of course towards the end of How to do Things with Words Austin 

rejects the distinction between constantive and performative as untenable. The 

problem being that stating is a kind of speech act itself. An utterance of “I state 

that it is three o’clock”, or “I report that John is ready” look just like “I promise….” 

and “I christen…” and hence there is no reason to think that factual utterances 

are not performative as well.   
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In its place Austin introduces the three way distinction between locution, 

illocution and perlocution. Each of these is a distinct kind of act that one may 

perform with one and the same utterance. The locutionary act is just the act of 

uttering certain sounds, as words, with a certain definite sense and reference, 

that is to say the locutionary act is just saying a certain sentence that has a 

certain meaning. In the strict sense, then, what is said is simply the locutionary 

act. The illocutionary act we perform in uttering those words is what we know as 

the speech act proper. It is the promising, stating, asserting, pronouncing, etc. 

The perlocutionary act is that which we (hope to) accomplish by saying what we 

said. Thus speech acts are distinguished by the illocutionary act performed and 

the perlocutionary goal that we have. As Austin says, we “distinguish the 

locutionary act ‘he said that…’ from the illocutionary act ‘he argued that…’ and 

the perlocutionary act ‘he convinced me that…’” (p 102); so I might have said 

“hybrid cars are better for the environment,” (locution) and in saying that have 

been arguing that hybrid cars are better than standard cars (illocution) in order to 

convince you that you should get one (perlocution). 

 By the end of the lectures he admits that we can perform speech acts 

with out having the type of speech act explicitly in the sentence we utter. I can 

apologize for stepping on your cell phone without saying “I apologize”. I can say ‘I 

didn’t mean to do it,’ or even ‘I didn’t see it there!’ if said correctly, can actually be 

apologizing. Or again consider my yelling ‘watch out!’ (a locutionary act). In 

saying that I am (most likely) performing the illocutionary act of warning you and I 

may also accomplish the perlocutionary act of getting you to stop what you were 



 51

doing and avoid the imminent danger yet I did not say “I warn you….” It follows 

as a consequence of this that you cannot determine what speech act someone is 

performing just by looking at the locutionary act that they perform or in other 

words that the meaning of the sentence used does not predict what someone 

may use it for. 

How is it that we can do this? For Austin speech acts were all 

conventional. To perform a speech act was to conform to a certain convention, 

and whether or not that act was successful depended on the existence of that 

convention. And there certainly is a class of speech act that act in just this way. 

These involve institutional speech acts like a judge saying ‘case dismissed’ or an 

umpire saying ‘you’re out!’ So one way to explain how we are able to do this is in 

terms of usage giving rise to conventions. So, the story might go people in the 

past used ‘watch out’ to warn people, it was successful, and so people started 

regularly using it that way. Over time a convention arose in English whereby just 

the utterance of ‘watch out’ counts as warning someone. The problem with this 

view is that it fails to explain how ‘watch out’ could ever have been used 

successfully to warn in the first place.  

2.2.3. Strawson and Neo-Gricean Speech Act Theory 

There is another way that we could perform speech acts in the absence of 

a linguistic convention. Strawson (Strawson 1964/1994) argued that, while some 

speech acts were conventional there was another class of speech acts that were 

performed via a Gricean intention. So to express a belief (that is to perform the 

illocutionary act of asserting) is to utter a sentence with the intention that my 
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interlocutor take my utterance as a reason to think that I have some belief. This 

intention is successful partially due to the fact that I intend that you recognize my 

intention. So I intend you to recognize my intention that you take my utterance as 

reason to think that I have a certain belief. This is a reflexive intention, not an 

iteration of separate intentions.  

This allows us to merge Grice’s distinction between speaker meaning and 

linguistic meaning with Austin’s theory of speech acts. One way that this can be 

done, and the way that I am most influenced by, is that of Kent Bach and Robert 

Harnish (Bach and Harnish 1979); I will talk more about their view and its 

application later, but the basic view is that what speech act I perform is not 

dependent on the meaning of the sentence that I utter or the conventions that 

govern it. Rather it depends on what they call an ‘R-intention’ which is an 

intention whose “fulfillment consists in their recognition,” (p 15). They then use 

this notion of R-intention to define what it means to express an attitude as 

follows. 

For S to express an attitude is for S to R-intend the hearer to take S’s 
utterance as a reason to think that S has that attitude (ibid) 

 
They go on to give us a simple example. 

In the case of statements the speaker expresses two attitudes: belief in a 
certain proposition and the intention that the hearer believe it as well. That 
is to say, for S’s utterance of e to be a statement that P, S must R-intend 
H to take the utterance as reason to think (a) that S believes P and )b) that 
S intends H to believe P. Correlatively, for H to understand that S is 
stating that P in uttering e, H must take S’s utterance of e as R-intended to 
be reason to think (a) and (b). (p 16) 
 

So, depending on my intention any given sentence may be used to perform a 

number of illocutionary acts. So, I can say ‘I promise to x’ not as a promise, but 
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as a warning, or a threat. Which it is that I am actually doing depends on what it 

is that I intend to be doing and not on the meaning of the sentence that I use. 

This fits very well with Stevenson’s claim that the purpose of the speaker is what 

matters in determining whether the speaker is using a given sentence 

descriptively or dynamically.  

It is important to distinguish the illocutionary act from perlocutionary 

success. So I am successful in stating that P if my hearer believes (a) and (b) 

above, but whether or not the come to believe P as well is a matter of my 

perlocutionary success. I can perfectly well make a statement without you 

coming to believe the stated proposition.  

2.3. Meaning, Justification, and the Realism/Irrealism Debate  

With these distinctions in the philosophy language in hand and the issues and 

views of the early emotivist tradition we are now in a position to put together the 

pieces and say something about what moral realism is supposed to be.  

It is often argued that a philosopher’s theory of the justification of moral 

judgments determines her theory of the semantics of moral words and that this 

semantic theory is the only way to tell the difference between someone who is a 

‘real-realist’ and someone who is ‘quasi’-realist like Simon Blackburn. For 

instance, we see David Copp (Copp 2001), in an article we will come back to in 

the third chapter, saying that the distinctive doctrine of moral realism is that the 

moral realist thinks that the moral predicates refer to robust moral properties. So 

to say that suicide bombing is morally wrong, according to this way of construing 

realism, is to assert (i.e. express a belief) that suicide bombing has the robust 
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moral property of being wrong. I have even heard philosophers say such things 

as ‘All realists agree that normative judgments express beliefs with truth-

conditional contents, and that normative predicates ascribe properties’(Hussain 

and Shah 2006). 

To say that moral properties are ‘robust’, according to Copp, is to say that 

“[they] have the same basic metaphysical status as ordinary non-moral 

properties,” (Copp 2001, p 4). It is of course a matter of some controversy just 

what the status of ordinary non-moral properties is; but let us waive that for the 

moment. In moral contexts there are, broadly speaking, two candidates and the 

majority view is that the ethical realist is committed to one of them. On the one 

hand we might think that there are non-natural properties and that ‘good’ and 

other moral words pick some of those properties out. This is, of course, the 

Platonic route.  On the other hand, we might think that non-natural properties 

don’t exist and insist that moral properties must be natural properties and ‘good’ 

and other moral words pick some of those out. This is usually the view of the 

Utilitarian, though it is available to any number of theories. The point is that it is 

almost universally accepted that moral realism entails a commitment to the 

metaphysical claim that there are moral properties and the semantic claim that 

moral predicates refer to these moral properties. I plan to argue that both of 

these claims about realism are false.   

We will get to that in due time but for now let’s get back to the traditional 

story. As against moral realism we usually pit anti-realism or ‘irrealism’ as I’ll call 

it. The irrealist, on this traditional story, is one who denies that the moral 
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predicates refer to robust moral properties of either variety. The origins of 

irrealism are in sentimentalism, which, as we have seen, bloom into the fruit of 

emotivism in the early twentieth century. The most popular form of irrealism is 

now called ‘expressivism,’ which is an umbrella term that is supposed to cover 

everything from the emotivism of Ayer and Stevenson to the prescriptivism of 

Hare to the contemporary views of Blackburn and Gibbard.  

The title ‘expressivism’ seems to come into the literature via the work of 

Gibbard. It makes its first appearance (in a specifically moral context) in his 1986 

paper “An Expressivistic Theory of Normative Discourse” (Gibbard 1986). The 

standard title at that time had become ‘non-cognitivism’, and Gibbard mostly 

uses this term in his earlier work, and indeed in this paper as well. In that paper 

he characterizes a view like his as an ‘expressivistic’ one and in his 1990 book 

Wise Choices, Apt Feelings (Gibbard 1990) he calls his view ‘norm-

expressivism’. By the mid ‘90’s the view defended by Blackburn and Gibbard 

came to be known simply as expressivism.  

Blackburn had used the term ‘expressive theories’ in his 1984 book 

Spreading the Word but doesn’t seem to make an ‘ism’ out of it. He preferred to 

talk of ‘projectivism’, in order bypass the connection to emotivism and draw 

instead on Hume, or his own coinage ‘quasi-realism’. In his 1998 book, Ruling 

Passions when he is discussing what to call a view like his he says,  

What should a theory of this kind be called? I have called it ‘projectivism’, 
but that can sound misleading. It can make it sound as if projecting 
attitudes involves making some kind of mistake, like projecting our 
emotions onto the weather, or projecting our wishes onto the world by 
believing things we want to believe. This is emphatically not what is 
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intended. Gibbard calls the view ‘expressivism’, and I now think that is 
better. (p 77) 
 

From there the term became a general term for any of theories that I have just 

mentioned. And of course the reason for this is obvious.  

All of these views have something in common. They all agree that when 

we say that something is morally wrong or right we are doing something that is 

fundamentally different from describing the world; we are expressing some 

“emotive or conative motivational or non-cognitive state,” (Copp, ibid). It is, in 

fact, a huge mistake according to the irrealists to think that moral predicates act 

like non-moral predicates and refer to, or denote, or whatever, some kind of 

property. Moral predicates are in a different kind of business all-together and only 

look as though they stand for properties. The differentiating claim between realist 

and irrealist on this traditional picture is one about the meaning of ethical terms. 

Realism entails one kind of semantics, irrealism another. The realist says that the 

meaning of moral predicates is given by the robust moral property that they stand 

for or name or denote or whatever, the irrealist denies this. So much, then, for 

the standard metaethical story.   

But this is wrong; the debate between the realist and the irrealist is not a 

debate about semantics. It is really a debate about metaphysics (Devitt 2002). In 

particular these views about their semantics are really supposed to be diagnostic 

of their views about the justification of moral judgments. The robust moral 

properties that moral predicates refer to are supposed to be the truthmakers for 

moral judgments in exactly the same way that non-moral properties are 

supposed to be the truthmakers for non-moral judgments. The irrealist is then 
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someone who denies that there are such properties and instead claims that 

moral judgments are justified by the emotional, conative, or motivational states of 

people. But as Michael Devitt also pointed about (ibid) to construe the debate this 

way is to make it impossible for a nominalist to be a moral realist. If one is 

disposed to think that there are no properties at all then it will naturally be the 

case that there are no moral properties, robust or otherwise.  

This prompts Devitt to suggest the following way of characterizing moral 

realism.  

[moral realism is the view that] there are people and acts that are 
objectively morally good, bad, honest, deceitful, kind, unkind etc (virtues 
and vices)’ acts that one objectively ought and ought not to perform 
(duties); people who are objectively morally entitled to privacy, to a say in 
their lives, etc. (rights). That this is so is open to explanation and plays a 
role in causal explanations. (p. 6) 

 
The upshot, then, is that moral realism is the claim that there are rights, duties, 

and virtues that are objective, knowable and causally efficacious is determining 

our behavior. But this way of characterizing the distinction is also flawed. This is 

because, as we will see in the next chapter, an irrealist like Blackburn could 

agree with everything that we have said above as long as they hold a 

deflationary view of the claims made.   

 Another recent attempt to characterize moral realism comes from Russ 

Shafer-Landau’s recent defense of non-naturalism (Shafer-Landau 2003). He 

there characterizes  

…the realist position…by reference to its endorsement of the stance-
independence of moral reality. Realists believe that there are moral truths that 
obtain independently of any preferred perspective, in the sense that the moral 
standards that fix the moral facts are not made true by virtue of their 
ratification from within any given actual or hypothetical perspective. (p 15) 
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He goes on to say that moral standards “are not made true, and in particular, are 

not correct in virtue of being vindicated by some process of (inter)personal 

election or approbation,” (ibid). He characterizes moral realism in this way 

because he wants to argue that constructivism is not a form of moral realism. I 

plan to address the issue of constructivism and its relation to realism in chapter 

6, so I do not want to get to deep into this issue here. But it seems to me 

unnatural and unfair to define constructivism out of being a realist view.  

 It may, of course, turn out that there is a fundamental distinction to be 

made as between these two kinds of moral theories but that would require an 

argument to show it. That is to say, that constructivism is opposed to moral 

realism needs to be shown by argument rather than stipulation. What we need is 

an independent characterization of moral realism that would allow us to assess 

various views to see whether they were realist in this respect or not. This is 

especially true when we see that most constructivists hold all of the same 

semantic and metaphysical views as the realist. The constructivist (typically) 

agrees that there are moral properties, with the stipulation that those properties 

are made by us.  

In what follows I suggest to use the following criterion as the distinction 

between realism and irrealism. The difference is to be found in answering the 

following question: If two people disagree over some fundamental moral claim, 

like whether unjustified killing is morally permissible, can, in some sense, both be 

correct? A realist will claim that only one of them can be correct, whereas an 

irrealist will claim that they can both be correct. This captures everything that we 
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want but does not make the issue one of semantics. One of the parties to the 

disagreement has a false belief just like a person who thinks that the Earth is flat, 

or that 2+2=5, has a false belief. One way in which we could account for error is 

in terms of moral properties and a semantics where moral terms refer to or stand 

for the moral properties (whatever they turn out to be).  But the way that I have 

characterized the realism/irrealism contrasts leaves open the possibility that 

there are other accounts that do not appeal to moral properties, which I plan to 

explore in the last chapter, as well as the possibility that constructivism is a 

realist view.  

This way of characterizing the realism/irrealism debate closely resembles 

Crispin Wright’s (Wright 1992) claim that a realist discourse involves what he 

calls ‘cognitive command’. A discourse that displays this feature is one where  

It is a priori that differences of opinion formulated within the discourse, unless 
excusable as a result of vagueness in a disputed statement, or in the 
standards of acceptability, or a variation in personal evidence thresholds, so 
to speak, will involve something which may properly regarded as a cognitive 
shortcoming. (p 144) 

 
One problem that I have with this formulation involves its appeal to the notion of 

the a priori. I will address the issue of the a priori, and its relation to analyticity, in 

chapter four. Let me just say here that I am extremely skeptical that there are a 

priori truths in any real sense of that term. But aside from that Wright’s 

formulation is on to something important.  

 I have tried to capitalize on this in the way that I have formulated the 

realism/irrealism debate while leaving aside the commitment to the a priori nature 

of the commitment. Again, the way that I have formulated it takes notice of the 
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lessons from the debate between the emotivists and intuitionists. From that 

debate we learned that the existence of moral disagreement is an absolutely 

essential part of any adequate moral theory and the existence of moral 

disagreement is assumed in my characterization of the debate. We also 

incorporate the lesson from cognitive command: when two people disagree over 

some fundamental moral claim only one of them can literally be correct. Moral 

discourse respects bi-valence of this sort and when I endeavor to determine 

whether a certain moral theory is realist or not I will have this criterion in mind.  It 

seems to me that this is an essential component of any moral theory that is worth 

the name.    

In the next section I will argue that the independence of theories of meaning 

and theories of justification show that metaethics is independent from normative 

theory.  

2.3.1. The Independence of Metaethics and Normative Theory 

Because the metaethical theorists of the early twentieth century took the 

relation between meaning and justification for granted their strategy was to attack 

the theory of meaning as a means of attacking the theory of justification. It was 

utilitarianism taken as a theory of the meaning of ethical terms that Moore’s 

famed open question argument was aimed at. It was also the target of Ayer’s 

similar attack in Language Truth and Logic. Both took themselves to be showing 

that ‘good’ does not mean ‘maximizes happiness’ and so therefore maximizing 

happiness was not the correct account of moral justification. They took this 
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conclusion one step further and proclaimed that any attempt to define moral 

concepts in terms of non-moral ones was doomed to fail. 

 However, one thing that has emerged in the various responses to Moore 

is that we need to separate the question of the meaning of ethical terms from the 

question about the justification of ethical judgments. So, even if it is the case that 

‘good’ does not mean ‘maximizes happiness’ it may still be the case that 

maximizing happiness is what the good is metaphysically, and so is the correct 

theory of the justification of ethical judgments.  This had been previously 

obscured primarily due to confusion in what people take a definition to be. Quine 

diagnosed this problem in another context (Quine 1966/1976). As he puts it, 

“words have definitions, but so also do things” (p 51). In the Aristotelian sense a 

definition is the essence of the thing defined (Robinson 1950). So to define ‘good’ 

in this sense would be to give the essential characteristic(s) of goodness.  

But as we have seen there are other senses of meaning. There is a 

modern sense of meaning in which to give the meaning of a word is not to give 

the essence of the thing which the word stands for but to specify the conventions 

that govern the use of that word in the language. This is a purely linguistic 

conception of meaning, which is to say that we are talking about a ‘defining 

phrase’ rather than a ‘defining property’. It is an open question of our own at this 

point whether the defining phrase will have to make reference to a defining 

property. It seems that there is the possibility of finding a defining phrase for 

‘good’, ‘right’, ‘evil’ etc., that would not make reference to some defining property 

of goodness (the thing), rightness (the thing) or evil (again, the thing). 
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So, one’s theory of the meaning of words is independent of one’s theory of 

the justification of moral judgments. For any moral theory, like utilitarianism say, 

we need to know if it is supposed to be an account of the meaning of ethical 

terms or whether it is to be an account of the justification of moral judgments or 

both. Moore’s open question argument is thus merely an argument against 

defining the word ‘good’ in terms of maximizing happiness or anything else that 

isn’t itself a moral term, but as against maximizing happiness as an account of 

the justification of moral judgments it is impotent. This in turn means that the 

main lesson of the open question argument is not that we cannot define 

goodness (in the Aristotelian sense) as maximizing happiness, but rather that we 

cannot define moral words in terms of that which is not moral, which certainly 

makes more sense (Baumrin 1968). We will come back to this very important 

point. 

No metaethical view entails any normative theory and no normative theory 

entails any metaethical view. These kinds of theories 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. Hussain and Shah make the same kind of mistake 

when they say, 

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 
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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.  

Once could also hold the view that the moral words have no meaning and 

are used to express our moral emotions, like Ayer did, but also think that there 

are non-natural properties that we react to. This all depends on what kind of 

semantic and metaphysical theory one is attracted to. So our metaethical theory 

is completely separate from our normative theory. To be sure there have been 

what we might call ‘characteristic combinations’ of these two kinds of theories. 

So, it is definitely the case that typically, or usually, an irrealist has a certain view 

about the semantics of moral terms and the realist another but there is nothing in 

either of these kinds of theories that force us to go one way or the other.  

If what I have said so far is right and it really is the case that we need to 

specify for any given kind of moral theory whether it is a theory of the meaning of 

ethical words or a theory of the justification of ethical judgments then we will 

need to do this for any kind of expressivism. We need to know, for any given 

expressivist theory, whether it is to be an account of the meaning of ethical 

words, the justification of ethical judgments, or both. Once we put this question to 

expressivism we see that there are categories of theories that are easily 

overlooked. In particular if expressivism is construed solely as an account of the 
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meaning of ethical terms, and a theory of the justification of ethical judgments is 

independent of this account, then we could have expressive theories that are 

compatible with both realism and irrealism.  

This was the kind of view that Blackstone had, and the kind that I will be trying 

to revive in later chapters. There is also another current version of this kind of 

theory recently advocated by Dorit Bar-On and Matthew Chrisman (Bar-On and 

Chrisman forthcoming), which they call ‘ethical neo-expressivism’. We will come 

back to this kind of view in the final chapter when we look at the similarities and 

difference between this kind of view and the o e I develop.  

But Blackstone’s view, as far as I can tell, had little influence on the current 

debates in metaethics and Bar-On and Crisman’s view is new and takes no 

notice of the history of expressivism. His work seems to be almost entirely 

ignored. But even so we can see the kind of separation of semantic and 

justificatory theses in current expressivist theories. We can first separate theories 

based on their view of meaning. We have on tradition stemming from the work of 

the later Wittgenstein and espoused by Ayer, and Urmson, that the meaning of a 

word is given by the use of that word in a language community. On the other 

hand we have theories that separate meaning from use in the way that Gricean 

theories do. This is the route that Stevenson, Edwards and Nowell-Smith took. 

What Stevenson called a word’s emotive meaning, by which he meant the 

psychological affect that a word was disposed to arouse, turns out to be a 

species of what Grice would call conventional implicature. But it should also be 

clear that one could have a view that used particularized or generalized 
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implicatures. We see representatives of both traditions in the current literature on 

expressivism.  

We have Blackburn’s (Blackburn 1984; Blackburn 1998) quasi-realism 

which is an expressive irrealism as well as Copp’s (2001) realist-expressivism.  

Each of these theorists agrees that when we engage in moral discourse we 

express a non-cognitive, motivational/emotional state like anger, disgust, or 

‘norm-acceptance’, but they disagree over the existence of moral properties. On 

Copp’s view when we say that x is wrong we express some non-cognitive state, 

but we also assert that the action/person in question has some robust moral 

property. We can thus characterize his view as an assertive-expressivism as 

opposed to Blackburn’s purely emotive-expressivism. According to Blackburn 

there is no sense in which we assert that some object has some robust moral 

property when we say that it was wrong.  

So each of these theorists accepts a part of the traditional sentimentalist 

picture, but Copp is a realist because he thinks the primary function of moral 

language is to stand for robust moral properties, which of course, Blackburn 

denies. It would seem that there are many ways to combine the semantic claims 

that expressivism makes with a theory of the justification. In the next chapter I 

examine each of these views and find them wanting. The primary problem that I 

find is that they are incapable of supporting moral realism. Blackburn’s view, as I 

will argue, for all of its appeal to subtle and sophisticated philosophy of language, 

and the deflationary view of truth, is simply a modern version of the relativistic 

subjectivist kind of emotivism that Ayer held. I will then turn to looking at Copp’s 


