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Nondescriptivist Cognitivism:
Framework for a New M etaethic

Terry Horgan and Mark Timmons

We propose to break some new grouncdn@taethics by sketching a view about moral
judgments and statements that departs from traditizvays of thinking about them. As the title
suggests, our view combines a nondescriptivist @ucof moral judgments and statements—they are
not in the business of describing moral facts—wite cognitivist idea that moral judgments are
genuine beliefs and moral statements are genusetams. We claim that in addition to descriptive
beliefs, there are (moral) evaluative beliefs whach neither reducible to, nor a species of, teloéf
the former type. We think that our kind of metaetiiview has obvious advantages over the standard
menu of options (versions of realism, rationaligelativism, error theory, and forms of standard
nondescriptivism)—advantages that will become agtaais we proceed.

Our plan is to begin (sectionbly questioning a deeply embedded assumption oititradl
metaethical thinking which we think has unfortumatand unnecessarily blocked from view the
metaethical theory we favor and which, when regodpens up some new metaethical territory worth
exploring. We then proceed in sections II—VI to lm& our positive view by developing a new
framework for understanding belief and assertiothiwiwhich nondescriptivist cognitivism emerges
as a consistent and plausible metaethical conteideection VIl we consider various challenges to
our brand of cognitivism, explaining how our vie@ncanswer such challenges and also indicating
some of the main tasks that lie ahead for any aitéondevelop the view further.

Our central focus will be on moral judgdgnts, with much of what we say applying mutatis
muntandis to moral statements. Sometimes, but Imaya, we will explicitly extend points made
about judgments to the case of statements too.

I. The Semantic Assumption

In order to focus on the semantic assumption thathimk ought to be rejected, we distinguish
three notions of semantic content.

First, let judgments whose overall content is egpitde by declarative sentences be
calleddeclarativejudgments, and let the overall content of suchdginent be called igeclarative
content Declarative content, then, is possessed simplyrasudt of grammatical form. Typical moral
judgments are expressible by declarative senteecgs ‘Apartheid is wrong'’; ‘Himmler was an evil
man’), and so in metaethics all competing views—edptivist and nondescriptivist alike—must grant
that moral judgments have declarative content.

Even if all metaethical views recognize that mgualgments have declarative content, they
disagree over whether such judgments also bagaitive contentCognitive content is belief-eligible



and assertible content, and so to say that a judigh@es such content is to say that the judgmeat is
genuine belief. Correspondingly, to say that aest@&int has cognitive content is to say that it is a
genuine assertion. Although talk of cognita@ntentmight be a relatively recent bit of philosophical
nomenclature, talk of cognitiv@eaninghas a history of use in metaethics, though theexypwessions
may be used to signify the same thing. Of coullseret have been sharp divisions within metaethics
over the question of whether or not moral judgmemd statements have cognitive content and if so,
whether such content is semantically primary. Cingets in metaethics affirm that typical moral
judgments have cognitive content, while their namtivist opponents deny that the declarative
content of a moral judgment is cognitive (or priityacognitive) ™

But notice that what has been taken for grantechnalytic philosophy generally, and
metaethics in particular, is the idea that for eahto be genuinely cognitive it must be in theihess
of purporting to represent how the world is. Andstlbrings us to a third notion of content—
descriptivecontent. Descriptive content is content that pttgoto represent the world as being a
certain way, and is characteristic of ordinary norah beliefs about the world. The judgment
that Clinton was impeached has as its overall ¢ivgnicontent the descriptive conte@ljnton’s
having been impeach&d

Now, according to our view, moral judgments areujes beliefs and moral statements are
genuine assertions. Consequently, moral judgmemdsstatements have declarative content that is
genuinely cognitive—that is, they have belief-ddigi assertible content. Cognitivism in ethicshis t
view that moral judgments are genuinely cognitivehieir content, and so we are ethical cognitivists
Cognitive content has been assumed, by all pamigbese discussions, to be the same thing as
descriptive content. Thus, ‘descriptivism’ and ‘odtyism’ have been seen as alternative labels for
the same kind of metaethical position. In oppositio the tradition, we maintain that the declaetiv
content of moral beliefs and assertions is notezigg of, nor is it reducible to, descriptive corte
content that represents the world as being a centay. We therefore reject metaethical descriptiyis
on our view, moral beliefs (and the sentences aspng them) are not descriptive.

This combination of cognitivism and nondescriptiniflies in the face of a deeply embedded
assumption that we call teemantic assumption
SA All genuinely cognitive content is destiip content—i.e., way-the-world-might-be content.

Thus, mental states like beliefs and linguistiongelike sentences that have cognitive content

are in the business of representing some (putasiteg® of affairs or stating some (putative)

fact.
This assumption, we claim, is a largely unquestiodegma of both descriptivist and nondescriptivist
views in metaethics, and (we think) is the mairpatlthat stands in the way of developing a fully
adequate metaethical account of moral thought &@ubarse?® Let us briefly review how it figures in
traditional metaethical thought.

Suppose one accepts what we calitbsis of semantic unity
SuU Sentences with the grammatical and lodiGgbpings of assertion have genuine cognitive

content. Similarly, judgments whose content is egpible by such sentences have genuine

cognitive content.



So now consider a typical (if somewhat simplifiditie of thought behind versions of metaethical

descriptivism. The descriptivist begins with thdldaing observation about moral thought and

discourse:

M Moral thought and discourse manifest thievant grammatical and logical features that are
characteristic of genuine belief and assertion.

Now this claim, together with the idea that judgmsemaving such grammatical and logical trappings

really are genuinely cognitive (SU) and that alhgi@ely cognitive content is descriptive (SA) ehtai

the main descriptivist claim:

D Moral thought and discourse have desgdptontent, i.e., declarative moral content is
descriptive.

By contrast, the traditional nondestivipt rejects metaethical descriptivism, recogsitieat
moral discourse has all the grammatical and logregdpings of genuine cognitive content, but then,
given the semantic assumption, is forced to rdjeethesis of semantic unity. That is, the tradio
nondescriptivist reasons as follows: not-D; M; SAerefore not-SU. And so the nondescriptivist,
rejecting the thesis of semantic unity, must dgatish, for moral discourse, between surface feature
of moral thought and discourse and the supposedbp deatures that reveal its true semantical
workings. Hence, the project of the traditional descriptivist was to characterize the deep semantic
workings of moral thought and discourse—often thfoweductive meaning analyses that essentially
equated declarative moral content with some kindnofi-cognitive content expressible in non-
declarative language. Eschewing descriptive detniaraontent for moral thought and discourse, the
traditionalist embraced some form of noncogpnitivi@m., emotivismy!

Our proposal is to break away fromthit by rejecting the semantic assumption that weds
genuine cognitive content to descriptive contertte Tine of thought we employ, then, could be
expressed this way: we do recognize and take styighe fact that moral thought and discourse
display the grammatical and logical trappings ofrgtive content, and along with the traditional
descriptivists, we agree that such trappings ateative of genuine, deep, cognitive content foraho
thought and discourse; but since we reject desagspt in ethics, we must hold (and think there is
good reason to hold) that some forms of genuinalgnitive thought and discourse are not
descriptivé® Our project involves staking out a metaethicalitpms according to which this claim, in
connection with moral thought and discourse, i loansistent and plausible.

Here, then, is an initial statemendof nondescriptivist cognitivism (henceforth, NDC):

(1) Declarative judgments with moral content araujee beliefs, having genuinely belief-

eligible, cognitive content. Thus, declarative ataénts with moral content are genuine

assertions—their declarative content is cognitive.

(2) However, the cognitive content of such judgmeaartd statements is not descriptive (way-

the-the-world-might-be) contefit.

It will perhaps help if we locate ouretaethical position vis-a-vis standard views using
visual aid:



METAETHICAL VIEWSABOUT MORAL JUDGMENTS

DESCRIPTIVIST ~ NONDESCRIPTIVIST NONCOGNITIVISM

COGNITIVISM COGNITIVISM
Descriptive Content Nondescriptive Content
Cognitive Content Noncognitive Content

Declarative Content

Notice that on our diagnosis of whatwieong with traditional metaethics, two levels of
content—descriptive/nondescriptive and cognitivasuagnitive—are simply conflated owing to the
semantic assumption. Rejecting the assumption &tohglishing these types of content opens up
fertile metaethical territory that we plan to exgl@and cultivaté’

1. A Fresh Start

In developing a metaethical theory, one would ikeaccommodate what seem to be deeply
embedded features of moral thought and discourgdaasibly and coherently as possible. One thing
that seems clear is that moral judgments and nsiedéments exhibit many of the characteristics
distinctive of genuine belief. First, we have athganentioned that moral judgments have ldggco-
grammaticaltrappings of genuine beliefs: the content of aahbelief is declarative, and can embed
as a constituent of a judgment that has logicaliyglex declarative content (e.g., the judgment that
either Jeeves has already mailed Uncle Willoughlpgscel or Bertie ought to mail f).As such,
moral judgments can figure in logical inferencebeyl can combine with other beliefs to yield new
beliefs that are content-appropriate given priorlief® Second, moral judgments also
exhibitphenomenologicdkatures characteristic of beliefs. They are erpeed as psychologically
involuntary, and as grounded in reasons: given oe®idence, one cannot help but make certain
moral judgments. And because of their reason-baseamuntariness, moral judgments exert a felt
rational authority upon u8.The belief-like nature of typical moral judgmeriss widely enough
recognized and uncontroversial enough that we needigress here in order to elaborate the case for
this claim.

Moral judgments also seem to play dirdiive action-guiding role in a person’s overall
psychological economy that makes them in some walige ordinary nonmoral beliefs. Typically,
anyway, moral judgments directly dispose us towapgropriate action, independently of our pre-
existing desires—whereas ordinary nonmoral bebefg become action-oriented in combination with
such prior desires. (Thus, the reason-based atyttidnmoral beliefs typically gives them motivatein
force, over and above the motivational force of que-existing desires and often capable of



“trumping” them™) Associated with this action-guiding role are agrdistinctive phenomenological
features too—notably, a felt demandingness, a phenological “to-be-done-ness.” The action-
oriented nature of typical moral judgments, with d#iccompanying typical phenomenology, has led
many moral philosophers to embrace some form agraghethical internalism. Despite difficulties in
formulating a plausible form of internalism, wertkithe insight behind such philosophical views is
correct—distinctive of moral judgments is theiriaotguiding role*"!

The problem is to plausibly combinesthéwo dominant features of moral judgments—their
being a kind of belief and yet mainly in the busmef action-guidance—into a plausible metaethical
view. Many moral philosophers see a tension hemagsopting for nondescriptivist views that would
deny that moral judgments have overall cognitivetent, others denying internalism. Of course, there
are those who attempt to defend cognitivism anerivalism, but not too successfully we think.

We are nondescriptivists, and we airdgwelop a strain of this general kind of view tfzétly
accommodates both features just mentioned. Doimggres that we face three serious tasks:

First Task Articulate a conception of belief that do®t require the overall declarative content of
beliefs to be descriptive content.

Second TaskMake a case for the independent plausibilitthed conception of belief.

Third Task  Argue that nondescriptivist cognitivism, faulated in a way that draws upon the
proposed conception of belief, has significant carafive advantages over
descriptivist forms of cognitivism.

The first task is the most basic, bseait is not antecedently clear how the semantic
assumption, which effectively equates cognitivetentwith descriptive content, could possibly be
mistaken. This task is also the most importantabse it is what will open up the new metaethical
territory we seek to occupy. We propose to additd@sschallenge by developing a generic framework
for belief that does not presuppose that all cogmitontent is descriptive content, and therefgre i
consistent with the claim that some beliefs haveral cognitive content that is not descriptivehéT
framework is also consistent with the denial o§ttiaim.) This is the business of sectiorfll.

Of course it is not enough just to meP a conception of belief thatdsnsistenwith the
claim that some beliefs have overall content thatat descriptive. For, the proposal might compdica
the notions of belief, assertion, and cognitiveteahin ad hoc, implausible ways, and/or it might
seem theoretically unmotivated (and hence, questimying) from the perspective of advocates of
the semantic assumption. The second task, thetg show that the framework is theoretically
plausibleindependentlypf the fact that it is consistent with the podgipithat some beliefs have
overall content that is not descriptive. We takethip project in section IV, where we argue that th
proposed framework for belief is attractive evem floose who accept the semantic assumption,
because it provides a way for descriptivist versioh cognitivism to accommodate the internalistic,
action-guiding, aspect of moral judgments.

Insofar as the framework turns out éoitdependently plausible, however, the third thsk
arises: arguing that nondescriptivist cognitivism, situated within the framework, is more plausible
than descriptivism—and in particular, is more piblesthan the kind of descriptivist cognitivism tha



is situatable within the same framework (therebycessfully combining descriptivism with
internalism). Addressing this issue is the busimés®ction V.

The discussion in sections IlI-V thugl wonstitute an articulation of both the metaethi
position we advocate and the reasons for embrdtirig section VI we make some observations
about the philosophical methodology employed ingreceding sections, in order to underscore how
our approach departs from standard metaethical teebaot only in substance but also
metaphilosophically.

[11. A Framework for Belief and Assertion

We will describe a generic approachthdtief and assertion that provides the backbonauof
brand of nondescriptivist cognitivism. We begin lwit characterization of the base case for
understanding beliefs and assertions—that is, feetied assertions whose declarative content lacks
truth-functional or quantificational complexity, dmlso lacks any embedded deontic operators—and
then turn to cases that have that kind of logioahglexity.

1. The base case

Speaking most generally, a base-case belief isé & psychological commitment state, of
which there are two main speciescommitmentandought-commitment$Beliefs of both sort have
what we caltore descriptive contenta way-the-world-might-be content. So, for instagrite belief
that Bertie will mail the parcel, and the belieattBertie ought to mail the parcel, share the saone
descriptive content, expressible by the non-evaleathat-clausethat Bertie mail the parcelA
parallel point applies to assertions, about whiehsay more below.

An ordinary descriptive belief (purporting to repeat how the world is) is an is-commitment
with respect to a core descriptive content, andhsobelief's declarative content coincides with its
core descriptive content. For descriptive base-bafiefs and assertions, then, their overall datile
content is descriptive.

By contrast, an evaluative belief is@amht-commitment with respect to a core descrptiv
content. Evaluative beliefs differ essentially froscriptive beliefs in the following respect: twre
descriptive content of an evaluative belief doesawincide with its overall declarative content.rFo
instance, the belief that Bertie ought to mail gaecel is an ought-commitment with respect to the
core contentthat Bertie mail the parcehowever, its overall declarative contenthiat it ought to be
that Bertie mail the parcegnd so its overall declarative content does nohade with its core
descriptive content. Thus, whereas descriptiveefgelnvolve an is-commitment (a how-it is-with-the-
world commitment) with regard to a core descripttemtent, moral beliefs involve a different type of
commitment: a how-it-ought-to-be-with-the-world cmibment with regard to a core descriptive
content*?

Some observations are in order. Fug,previously distinguished three species of cdnten
declarative, cognitive, and descriptive, where werenfocusing on an itemtsverall content. Moral
judgments certainly have overall declarative contsetause their overall content is expressible by
declarative sentences. Furthermore, within the ésaark we are proposing, their overall content is
alsocognitivecontent since they count as genuine beliefs. Taendwork is officially neutral,
however, about whether or not their overall conté&escriptivecontent. According to the
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metaethical position we will be advocating, moraliéfs do not have overall descriptive content, but
the framework could be adopted by someone who shiinkir overall content is descriptive. (More on
this below.)

Second, even if one denies that theadlveontent of moral judgments is descriptive eort
there is still a kind of descriptive content thapiossessed both by ordinary descriptive beliedsbgn
moral beliefs (as illustrated above in the paistatements about Bertie). We introduced our nation
core descriptive content to refer to such cont®nte one construes a base-case moral judgment as an
ought-commitment with respect to a core descriptivetent, conceptual space thereby opens up for
the claim that the judgment’s overall declaratieatent is cognitive content on the one hand (sb tha
the state is a genuitelief), but is nondescriptive on the other hand. Evesugh the state is a
genuine belief, by virtue of being an ought-comnaitihwith respect to a core descriptive content, it
doesn’t follow that its overall declarative contentlescriptive content.

Third, on standard accounts of theséars a belief involves a relation between a belie
(speaker) and a proposition (or sentence, or weatewuch that what is believed is something having
overall descriptive content. This conception ofidfgbresupposes the semantic assumption and makes
the very idea of nondescriptivist cognitivism ineoént. By contrast, our framework opens up the
possibility that certain genuine beliefs have olletaclarative content that is not descriptive. $hu
the framework calls into question the common assiomphat a belief is always a relation between a
believer (speaker) on the one hand, and on ther dthed goropositionconstituting the belief's
overall declarative content.

Fourth, in maintaining that there ax® tdistinct base-case species of belief—is-commitse
and ought-commitments—we are maintaining that statdoth types exhibit certain generic kinds of
functional and phenomenological features that fualhem as genuine beliefs. However, in
maintaining that ought-commitments are a distirintdkof commitment, to be distinguished from is-
commitments, we are also maintaining that oughtrodments exhibit certain functional and
phenomenological features that are distinctivehas sort of judgment. We have noted the action-
guiding character of typical moral judgments, aedehit is worth mentioning that understanding base-
case moral beliefs as essentially ought-commitmeiitts regard to a core descriptive content, helps
accommodate the widely shared internalist intuittbat there is some intimate relation between
having a moral belief and action. That is, the vielsa of an ought-commitment suggests a kind of
commitment oriented toward appropriate action vigsathe specific core descriptive content of the
belief. The way to understand this manner of aetinaentation is by way of examining the role of
such beliefs in the overall cognitive economy ofratg.

Just as beliefs are psychological commitment statgh a certain distinctive role in
psychological economy, assertions are speechlattplay a certain distinctive sociolinguistic rele
a role in interpersonal dynamics. An assertion sgaace-takingpeech act, an act through which (i)
one expresses an is-commitment or an ought-commitmigh respect to a core descriptive content,
and thereby (ii) one positions oneself, within t@text of sociolinguistic dynamics, vis-a-vis that
core content. A stance is an orientation therelyppied, within an interpersonal situation. An ought
stance, in particular, is a distinctivedgtion-guidingorientation. For instance, to take an ought-stance
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with respect to the core descriptive cont®grtie’'s mailing the parcelis to engage in an action-
guiding speech act whose role within interpersatyalamics is importantly similar to the role of the
corresponding psychological ought-commitment (therah belief) within intrapersonal cognitive
economy. This sociolinguistic role involvesasondor action, and a preparedness to provide them.
By asserting that Bertie ought to mail the parogle normally signals one’s willingness to defend
one’s ought-commitment on this matter over and resjabpposing ought-commitments, including a
willingness to give reasons for such a commitmbiormally it is understood that the reasons one is
prepared to give are of a certain distinctive kihat, e.g., appeal to impartial considerations ingar
on the issue. In general, one enters the spaceevpersonal moral discourse and reasoning bound by
the sorts of conventions (often unstated and partligoate) that govern interpersonal deliberatioth a
discussion about moral issU&s.

2. The framework continued: logically complex cases

We now generalize our framework, byeexting it to beliefs and assertions whose overall
declarative content has truth-functional and/orngjiaational logical complexity, and/or embedded
deontic operators® To begin with, let us restrict the notion of “comescriptive content”
to atomicdescriptive content—the kind of content expressiby atomic sentences. Given this
stipulation, here is the key idea for generaliznug approach: whereas a base-case beliefogieally
simplecommitment-state with respect taiaglecore descriptive content, a non-base-case bdalief i
alogically complexcommitment-state with respectseveralcore descriptive contents. Whereas base-
case beliefs comprise two logically simple committrgpes (viz., is-commitment and ought-
commitment), non-base-case beliefs comprise a whetarsive hierarchy of logically complex
commitment-types, corresponding to the variousclaigforms that can be exhibited by logically
complex declarative sentences. The essential feafuany given logically complex commitment-type
is its distinctiveconstitutive inferential rolén an agent’s cognitive economy (insofar as thenagds
rational), a role involving the relevant core dgsiore contents.

First let us consider cases of moraliebeexhibiting truth-functional complexity, i.e.,
complexity involving connectives but not quantifie©n our view, such a belief is to be understaod a
a logically complex commitment state with respecasequencef core descriptive contents. So, for
example, consider the belief thether Jeeves mailed the parcel or Bertie oughtngil the parcel
This belief is a logically complex commitment-stafehe logical typed v (Ought)l], with respect to
the sequence of core descriptive contents <Jeesisdithe parcel, Bertie mails the parcel>. The key
to understanding this belief, and others of the esdogical type, involves understanding their
constitutive inferential role in the psychologi@donomy of the agent. In particular, their rolgas
combine in a distinctive way with other beliefshi@t commitment-states) to inferentially yield fuath
beliefs (further commitment-states). One way to fhg main idea about such logically complex
commitment states is that the simple constituehtomplex commitment states are logically “in the
offing” in the sense that the complex commitmerstestinvolved in the disjunctive belief, when
combined with an appropriate additional beliefjarally-inferentially yields an ought-commitment
with declarative moral content. In the example ady the embedded moral constitu@#rtie ought
to mail the parcelis in the offing in the sense that the complempotment-state in question, together
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with the belief that Jeeves did not mail the paraderentially yields (at least for the minimally
rational agent) an ought-commitment with respe®&edie’s mailing the parcel.

Now consider cases of belief with quantificatiomalmplexity, i.e., complexity involving
quantifiers (and perhaps connectives too). Suckliaflis a logically complex commitment-state vis-
a-vis asetof sequences of core descriptive contents. Sojnfstance, the belief thahyone who
pinched Uncle Willoughby’s parcel ought to majlig a logically complex commitment state of the
logical type ¢)[Pa O(Oughtia], with respect to a set of sequences of core gb@ contents
{<Bertie pinched the parcel, Bertie mails the parceAunt Agatha pinched the parcel, Aunt Agatha
mails the parcel>, . . .}, etc. Again, the essérfgature of this type of commitment state is its
constitutive inferential role in the psychologiemlonomy of the agent. For someone whose belief has
the universally quantified declarative content uestion, other beliefs with declarative moral cante
are “in the offing” in the sense that the complemmitment involved in the universally quantified
belief, when combined with an appropriate additidmelief (e.g., the belief that Bertie pinched the
parcel) rationally-inferentially yields an oughtramitment with declarative moral content (e.g., the
belief that Bertie ought to mail the parcel).

The aspect of logical complexity arising from emthed ‘Ought’ operators gets
accommodated too, within this framework. Each lidjipe involving embedded deontic operators
will have its distinctive, constitutive, inferentieole in the psychological economy of the rational
agent. It is the business of deontic logic to systiize these logical roles.

As we said, on this approach there is a whole sderirhierarchy of commitment-types of
increasing logical complexity, corresponding to therarchy of increasingly complex logical forms
exhibited by declarative sentences that can exghessverall declarative content of a belief. Each
such commitment is directed toward a core desudptiontent, or a sequence of core descriptive
contents, or a set of sequences of core descrigtveents. And each such commitment has a
constitutive inferential role in psychological ecomy—a role involving the core descriptive
content(s) toward which the commitment is dire¢téd.

These observations about beliefs with logically ptam declarative content can be extended,
mutatis mutandis, to assertions. Whereas a bageass®rtion is a speech act of takinggcally
simplestance with respect tosinglecore descriptive content, a non-base-case assestia speech
act of taking dogically complexstance with respect severalcore descriptive contents. A logically
complex stance plays a constitutive inferentiag riol the dynamics of sociolinguistic intercoursatth
is analogous to the constitutive intra-psychologingrential role of logically complex beliefs. €h
constitutive inferential role is this: to combinetiwother sociolinguistic stances, taken by making
additional assertions, to generate—often automnibtiaad implicitly—certain further stances that are
logically implied by one’s overt stance-taking sgeects. Implicit is-stances and ought-stances are
thus “in the offing” when one makes a logically qadex assertion: such an assertion, in combination
with appropriate additional ones, will logically rggrate implicit is-stances or ought-stances with
respect to certain core descriptive contéts.

Suppose, for example, that one asseiteer Jeeves mailed the parcel or Bertie oughhsol
the parcel and one also assedseves did not mail the parc@lhe former assertion is a logically
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complex stance-taking speech act, of the logiqae fip v (Ought)b], with respect to the sequence of
core descriptive contents, <thkgeves mailed the parcel, that Bertie mails thatgba. The latter
assertion is a speech act of logical tifpe with respect to the core descriptive contentt deeves
mailed the parcel. In performing these two speeaath Bbgether, one thereby comes to occupy, as a
matter of the logic of speech acts, an ought-stavitte respect to the core descriptive content, that
Bertie mails the parcéf’

3. NDC as a consistent metaethical position

Our main task has been to provide méwmork for belief and assertion that renders trecba
tenets of NDC consistent. According to NDC, judgteeand statements with moral content are
genuine beliefs and assertions, having cognitivetesd, and yet the overall declarative content of
such an item is not descriptive. If one acceptssreantic assumption, then such a view is outright
inconsistent (since according to that assumptiognitive content just is descriptive content).
According to our framework this assumption is rakenn for granted; it is quite consistent with our
framework to hold that some beliefs and assertlaok overall descriptive content. Consider, once
again, base-case moral beliefs and logically cormpieral beliefs.

As we have already noted in passing, nothing inmnthteon of a base-case belief or assertion,
construed as an ought-commitment with respectdora descriptive content, forces on us the claim
that the overall declarative content of a suchleeber assertion is descriptive content. And tloénp
generalizes: in light of the previous section, najhin the notion of a morality-involving logically
complex belief (or assertion)—understood as a &dlyiccomplex commitment with respect to a
multiplicity of core descriptive contents (where attis essential about the belief or assertionsis it
constitutive inferential role)—forces on us theirtlahat the overall declarative content is desoript
Thus, the position we call nondescriptivist cogistin is rendered consistent by our proposed
framework.

On the other hand, the framework certainly doesentdil nondescriptivist cognitivism.
Rather, it is neutral with respect to competingam#iical positions that recognize that moral though
and discourse involves genuine beliefs and asssrtidhat is, competing versions of cognitivism. In
particular, our framework is consistent with destivist metaethical views. The descriptivist, tigt
could grant what we have said about ought-commitsneand is-commitments being distinct
commitment types, and about beliefs and assertiotis complex overall declarative content being
logically complex commitments vis-a-vis core dgstivie contents, without having to deny that
morality-involving beliefs and assertions have alledescriptive content (the fundamental claim of
the descriptivist). Our framework, recall, leavg® whether or not the overall declarative contént
a moral belief is descriptive.

IV. On thePlausibility of the Framework

A critic might be inclined to say that we are tragliin the implausibility of metaethical
descriptivism, with its burdensome metaphysical wwments, for a complicated amad
hocframework for belief and assertion, and thus th&tre is a more or less straight trade off—
metaphysical extravagance for semantic complekibf.so, however, as we will now explain.
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Not only is the framework consistent with descriggtin (as already explained), but there is
good reason for the descriptivist to embrace caméwork: viz., doing so allows the descriptivist to
accommodate strongly held and deeply shared ifisirn&uitions about moral thought and discourse.
Adopting the framework, descriptivists would maintéhat the belief that, e.g., Bertie ought to mail
the parcel idothan is-commitment with respect to the overall dedlae content (which they
understand to be descriptivihat it ought to be that Bertie mails the par@d an ought-
commitment with respect to the core descriptiveteotithat Bertie mails the parceGiven the
specific action-oriented functional role and pheepanlogy distinctive of ought-commitments,
descriptivists could thereby neatly combine theéeaw with internalism. (The point generalizes to
encompass morality-involving logically complex coitments as well, since action orientation is
inferentially ‘in the offing’ for these too.) So sliptivists have no reason to suppose that our
framework begs any important metaethical questimgainst them, and they have good reason to
positively embrace it.

An adequate metaethical position should be faittdithe phenomena it seeks to understand.
If the phenomena are sufficiently complex, thenoareasponding degree of complexity in one’s
metaethical position is theoretically appropriatestad hoc Moral judgment and moral discourse
have internalist aspects—a form of complexity ie tbhenomena whose theoretical illumination
evidently requires the kind of complexity exhibitiegl our proposed framework. So even descriptivists
have ample reason to embrace the frameWdrk.

V. Nondescriptivist Cognitivism ver sus Descriptivist Cognitivism

Although we will not attempt to explawhy we think that all of the various traditional
metaethical views are unsatisfying, we do wantap something about the plausibility of our view
vis-a-vis descriptivist versions of cognitivism. iDQ so is especially important because, as just
explained, there is a version of internalist dediuism that draws upon our own proposed generic
framework for belief as a way of combining the ideat moral judgments are genuine beliefs (and
moral statements are genuine assertions) withdba that they are action-guiding. Why prefer our
nondescriptivist cognitivism to descriptivism? lmrpcular, why prefer our view to the kind of
descriptivist cognitivism that accommodates therimalistic aspects of moral judgment and moral
discourse?

We will briefly mention three philosophical reasdons doubting that the declarative content
of moral beliefs is descriptive. First is what Jemk (1998) calls thiecation problemin ethics—the
problem of locating putative moral facts and prdipsrin the natural world. Pace Jackson and other
moral realists, we do not think that the effortgpbflosophers to locate moral facts and propehas
been, or ever will be, successful. Here, we reterreaders to some of our past writings in which we
show (so we think) that various realist attemptsdive the problem inevitably fail, and are destite
keep on failing. (See Horgan and Timmons 1991, 499992b, 1996a, 1996b, and Timmons 1999.)
Of course, even if one cannot solve the metaphlysication problem for ethics, one might, like
Mackie, hold that affirmative moral judgments putpgo describe or pick out worldly moral facts and
properties and thus possess genuine descriptivata@gcontent, but that there are no such facts an
properties. l.e., one can embrace an error th&wyit may be granted that mere failure to solve the
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location problem is far from decisive evidence agadescriptivism. But the location problem viewed
in light of the next two problems is part of an malkecase against descriptivist views in ethics.

Second, in arguing that moral judgmemts a species of belief, part of our plan washtmns
that construing them as beliefs does not committortbe further theoretical claim that they possess
descriptive cognitive content. The point here it thttributing to such beliefs this sort of content
gratuitous for purposes of understanding them &sfbeand understanding their distinctive action-
guiding role in our lives. In light of their psydogical role and associated phenomenology, there
simply is no apparent need to burden them withnal kif theoretical commitment which, given the
location problem, cannot be discharged.

Third, the case against descriptivism receives tadil support from considerations of
convervatism with respect to the nature and evatuaf human concepts. Applied to moral notions
the argument would go like this. Moral discoursed anoral concepts employed in such discourse,
play an indispensable role in human life that wosldvive rejection of the idea that there are
objective moral facts that moral claims purportdescribe. Indeed, after Mackie argued that all
affirmative moral sentences are false becauseitiveyve (so he thought) metaphysical commitments
to ontologically ‘queer’ properties, he did not adate eliminating the use of moral concepts and
moral discourse; rather, he went on to propose mnaiive ethical system based on a certain
conception of human flourishing. Now if we assuimatthuman concepts tend to evolve in a broadly
pragmatic way and are thus not likely to have agilbn conditions that are more demanding than is
required for the purposes they serve, then thetfettmoral discourse would survive the rejection o
objective moral facts and properties strongly sstg¢hat such discourse does not have any such
metaphysical commitments.

VI. Semantic Illumination by Triangulation

Our main task is completed: we have sketched tdanents of a new kind of metaethical
theory, involving a generic conception of beliefdaassertion that renders the view a consistent
position, and we have indicated briefly what vidueur view has vis-a-vis the more standard
metaethical options. Obviously, filling out the dng and defending it against all relevant challenge
would require a book or at least a series of agicHowever, in the space remaining we will address
if only in a preliminary way, certain questions amdtters of detail that have very likely occurred t
the attentive reader. In this section we will makene remarks about philosophical methodology in
relation to filling out our positive metaethicalost about the semantics of moral thought and
discourse. Then, in the following section, we wéke up more specific questions concerning truth
ascription, logical embedding, moral progress, imodal seriousness.

According to our nondescriptivist cagnsm, the contents of moral beliefs and assestiare
sui generis in the sense that they cannot be rediecer analyzed as equivalent to other types of
declarative or nondeclarative contents (or eveorabination of the two). In this respect, our viesw i
unlike older nondescriptivist views according toieth for instance, moral beliefs and assertions are
primarily commands and so have prescriptive cordsrgrimary in addition to any descriptive content
they may also possess. In rejecting all reductereastic projects in relation to understanding moral
thought and discourse, the appropriate respongedstions like ‘What is the content or meaning of
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moral judgment, M?’ is simply to repeat the contehthe judgment in question. Thus: ‘What is the
content ofGenocide is wrorgj Answer: genocide is wrong. However, offering yorduch a
disquotational response to these kinds of questaimait content does not mean that our view is
deeply mysterious or that we are obscurantists talmatters of moral semantics. Quite the contrary.
We maintain that one gains sufficient semantiailuation of the nature of nondescriptive cognitive
content precisely by coming to understand the pdpglical states and speech acts that have
it,as states and speech acts involving a certain diste&ind of commitment (or stance taking) with
respect to certain core descriptive contents. Swuulerstanding involves coming to appreciate in
enough detail the psychological role and associggeenomenology definitive of the relevant
psychological states, and, correspondingly, by agmtio appreciate in enough detail the sort of
sociolinguistic role of the relevant speech aatsshort, illuminating the characteristic roles abnad
thought and discourse helps one understand thgeseris kind of cognitive content moral beliefs and
utterances possess. We call this kind of methogdiagilluminating contenttriangulation, which we
have employed in sketching our semantic story abotlh base case and logically complex moral
beliefs and assertions. Thus our break with meizadthradition involves not only our proposed
metaethical theory but our methodology as well.

VII. Work to be Done

We turn finally to various challengdsatt may have occurred to our readers, in order to
indicate at least roughly how we propose to de#h wiem. Specifically, we take up issues of truth
ascription, logical embedding, moral progress, modal seriousness.

1. Truth ascription

According to NDC, moral judgments aengine beliefs, and moral utterances are genuine
assertions. But the concepts of belief and asgedio linked by platitudes to the concept of trath:
belief is a psychological state that aims at trtatgssert is to set forth as true. How does cawdeal
with matters of truth? After all, being nondesaxijgts, we claim that moral beliefs and associated
speech acts lack overall descriptive content; #reynot in the business of representing or punpprti
to describe the world.

On our view, the proper way to gaimritination about matters of truth in relation to alor
thought and discourse is to focus on truth asomgtito moral statements as metalingustic speesh act
and ask about the nature of these speech acts. Wigethinks or remarks, ‘The claim that apartheid
ought to be stopped is true’, what is one doing® @ppropriate answer involves noting that such a
truth ascription constitutesrarally engagedemantic appraisal: one that is infused with ogis
moral commitment. The main idea can perhaps beey@u/by saying that truth ascriptions to moral
statements involve a kind of appraisal in which aetic and moral are “fused”—which is to be
expected, since ordinary uses of the truth preglicperate in accordance with schem&'T.

In recent years, so-call@dinimalisttreatments of truth have been developed and deferd
views that attempt to make sense of truth ascriptithout robust metaphysical commitments. Our
view is in the minimalist spirit though we wouldsiat on two things. First, to understand truth
minimalistically in one discourse does not commiedo minimalism in relation to every mode of
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discoursé”! Second, there is an interesting story to be tblliamoral truth ascription; our view is
not a simple redundancy view.
2. Embedding

A certain problem involving embeddeditexts has been frequently pressed against various
forms of nondescriptivism. One common way of rajsihe embedding challenge is to point out that
inferences like the following seem to be valid: (e ought not to kill; (2) If one ought not tolkil
then one ought not pay someone to kill; thus, (8¢ ©Ought not pay someone to kill. The problem for,
say, an emotivist is that according to emotivishe meaning of premise (1) is to be understood in
terms of its noncognitive emotive role in thoughtassertion, viz., to express one’s emotion and
influence the attitudes of others. However, in gsen{2), where (1) occurs as the antecedent of the
conditional, (1) is not expressed with its typiemhotive role; one who affirms premise (2) is not
thereby committed to affirming its antecedent. B#n it appears that one has to say that ‘one ought
not to kill' differs in meaning in its two occurrees in the argument which implies that, despite
appearances, the argument is not valid; it comthédallacy of equivocation. The critic pressingsth
objection presumably thinks that only if moral etagnts have descriptive content, and so can be
understood in terms of some set of descriptivehtognditions—something that a statement carries
from unembedded to embedded contexts—can we make & moral modus ponens and other such
valid inference&?

Our reply to this challenge is impliéit our above discussion of logical complexity. In
developing our framework in connection with loglgatomplex moral beliefs and assertions, we
noted that the declarative content of such bebeid statements can be triangulated in terms of thei
constitutive inferential role in modus ponens artieop argument forms. Thus, the conditional
statement, ‘If one ought not to kill, then one ougbt pay someone to kill’, is to be understood
primarily in terms of its role in mediating inferm from an affirmation of its antecedent to an
affirmation of its consequent, as in the little argent featured above. So on our view, to get alkand
on embedded moral claims involves understanding réde of the kinds of logically complex
statements that embed them. What one can say #imutontents of embedded and unembedded
occurrences of some one moral claim is that (1y #tare the same core descriptive content, (2hin a
embedded context an ought commitment with respecthat core content is “suspended,” but
nevertheless (3) the overall claim containing thebedded context expresses a logically complex
commitment state whose constitutive role in infegeis such that an ought commitment with respect
to the relevant core descriptive content is “in tifftng.” To make these observations, we thinkiois
make sense of valid inference involving embeddedhianstituents.

Often when the embedding issue is raised, thosegdse challenge assume that one must
first give an account of the meaning of moral staets, and then show that their meaning (according
to the given account) remains constant when thersents are embedded. But, given our proposed
framework for belief and assertion, this methodmabassumption gets called into question. On our
approachyhat it isfor a statement S with nondescriptive cognitivateat to have constant meaning,
whether unembedded or in various embedded confegtsisfor the states and speech acts whose
overall declarative content includes S (i.e., whoserall declarative content is expressible by a
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statement with S as constituent) to figure in dertspecific constitutive inferential connections
involving S’s core descriptive content. This isialectical reversal, turning the standard embedding
problem on its head. (Remember: on our approaah,eaplains nondescriptive cognitive content by
explaining the psychological states and speech #es have itascertain distinctive kinds of
psychological or sociolinguistic commitments widspect to certain core descriptive contents. Such
commitments bear constitutive inferential connetito one anothely

3. Moral progress and taking morality seriously

For a descriptivist-realist, intellegtumoral progress is a matter of one’s moral bgleefming
to better approximate the moral facts. But if mdpalief and assertion are not primarily in the
business of describing or representing in-the-wanloral facts, then how can we make sense of
genuine moral progress? Put another way, how carview distinguish between mere change in
moral belief and genuine progress? And, relateidlyhere is no metaphysical anchor for moral
thought and discourse, then why take it serioushy not construe moral discussion and disputes as
being more like disputes about matters of taste?

These challenges focus on our irreatistal metaphysics, and we consider them to be sfme
the most difficult for any moral irrealist. Herdgn, is an indication of how we would respond &sth
challenges, though they certainly deserve a manetigh reply than we can offer here.

Of course, on our view, moral progre$ghe sort in question is not to be understood as
matter of bringing one’s beliefs into closer proitymto a realm of moral facts. We propose that,
instead, one think of moral progress as somethinge judged from within a committed moral
outlook: when one makes judgments about moral ingar@nt, one does so from an engaged moral
perspective. In judging, for example, that morabgsess was made in the United States with the
rejection of slavery, we are employing our currerdral outlook and not simply registering the fact
that one moral reaction to slavery was replacet afitother; we are making a moral judgment about
slavery which we think is backed by reasons. Thay wf dealing with moral progress is very much
akin to what Wright says about the notion of mguadgress available to a minimalist about moral
truth.

[T]he minimalist will have to admit that such ideafsprogress, or deterioration, are ones for

which we can have use only framithina committed moral point of view; and that the

refinement of which our moral sensibilities areaalp can only be a matter of approaching a

certain equilibrium as appraised by the exercis¢hose very sensibilities. (Wright, 1992:

168-9).

Again, we think the challenge to malemse of moral seriousness does not require some
metaphysical backing for moral thought and diseeuRather, on our view, the challenge regarding
moral seriousness is plausibly understood a®ial challenge: why ought we take our moral views
seriously? And the appropriate response to sudtaleage is to give moral reasons—reasons that, for
instance, will likely appeal to the important rale morality in people’s lives. Like our reply togh
moral progress challenge, our reply here is to \iesvchallenge as one to be appropriately dealt wit
from within a committed moral outlod¥’
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VIIl. Conclusion

We think it is time for a change in amhics, and only by challenging certain pervasive
philosophical assumptions is one likely to makegpess. Our proposal is to rethink fundamental
assumptions about the nature of belief and aseegjecifically, we challenge the idea that aliddfel
eligible and assertible contents are descriptive-atwie call the semantic assumption. We have set
forth a framework for belief and assertion that sloet presuppose the semantic assumption, thus
allowing for thepossibilityof beliefs and assertions that are not descriptiMendescriptivist
cognitivism embraces the framework, and also meistenat the overall declarative content of moral
beliefs and assertions iis factnot descriptive. The virtues of this metaethicasipion are great. It
surely deserves to be taken seriously as a theakeiption in metaethics. Indeed, we submit that it
ought to be the default vie!
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M Both sides agree that something more is requioecdbéing a genuine belief and a genuine assertian having
declarative content. They agree, for instance, ih#te declarative content of moral judgments atatements is
reducible to (i.e., synonymous with, or paraphrasdhl, or theoretically modelable by) the kind ohtmt that is
linguistically expressable by certain nondeclamtentences—e.g., imperatives—then the judgmewntst@tements
in question are not full-fledged beliefs and assest So, even though it is grammatically permissito append
‘believes that' (and likewise ‘asserts that’) to agntence with declarative content, the shared gasumis that
being a full-fledged belief or assertion requiresrea—viz., declarative content that is not reductbleondeclarative
content.

@ In this paper we restrict talk of descriptive canteo indicate content that represents the worltheing a certain
way. One might use ‘descriptive content’ in a broag tieat would apply to any meaningful declarativetsaoe, but
that is not how we are using the expression. Tolsaythe declarative content of a mental state, iy, or sentence
is descriptive, then, is to say that it purportsiéscribe or pick out some kind of fact in the wohltdmetaethics, such
facts might be understood to have a strong mindpeddent status, as the moral realist claims, ey thight be
tethered to the beliefs or attitudes (actual oalidef individuals or groups, as relativists antiaalists would have it.
In short, to have descriptive cognitive contentbipurport to be descriptive of some sort of facrerobust in nature
than is consistent with a minimalist understandiffact talk.

Bl 1t is also worth noting that the semantic assummpisopresupposed when philosophers employ the titreof fit’
metaphor in attempting to distinguish beliefs frdesires. Beliefs, it is said, aim at the truth aad be appropriately
characterized (at least in contrast to desiregjsgshological states that are supposed to fit thedywbeliefs that fail
to do so are mistaken. Desires, it is said, havepmosite direction of fit; they aim at satisfactiovhich obtains when
the world fits them.

“ Error theories too embrace the semantic assumpditiough with a theoretical twist. An error theb@ssumes
thatnon-defectiveognitive content is descriptive, way-the-world-titidpe, content. Given this assumption, moral-
evaluative content is then construeddatectivecognitive content: on the one hand it is beliédible and assertoric,
because ipurportsto constitute or specify a genuine way the worldhhige; but on the other hand it is defective,
because it does nit factdo so. This characterization holds for the clagsision of error theory in Mackie (1977),
and also for the more recent version in Schiff&o().

Bt is crucial to understand, however, that we rethin traditional assumption that genuine cognitiatent is not
reducible to content expressible by nondeclaratsentences; i.e., we assume that if moral declarative
contentwerageducible to nondeclarative content, then it woutd be cognitive content, and moral judgments and
statements would not be full-fledged beliefs anéd&ms (cf note 1).

©l Are we, then, so-calledinimalistsabout belief and assertion? That depends on how uses the term
‘minimalism’. Lettype-1 minimalisnibe the claim that moral declarative content coastsognitive content even if it
is reducible to nondeclarative content; andype-2 minimalisnibe the claim that moral declarative content coasts
cognitive content even if it is not descriptive temt. We espouse minimalism of type 2, but notypktl. (The two
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types of minimalism will be regarded as equivaleyt Someone who accepts the followimgdified semantic
assumptionall declarative content either (i) is descripto@ntent, or (ii) is reducible to to nondeclaratoantent. We
deny the modified semantic assumption, of coursaeddition to denying the semantic assumptionfijsel
[ Someone who is a type-1 minimalist about belief assertion (cf. note 6) will also reject the sericamssumption,
but on different grounds than we do—viz., on theidas the claim that declarative content autom#liczounts as
cognitive content even if it is reducible to nonldeative content. (A type-1 minimalist will considéne term
‘noncognitivism’ an inappropriate label for metde#t positions affirming the reducibility of deckdive to
nondeclarative content.) But insofar as the typeidimalist embraces the modified semantic assumgié note 6),
the menu of metaethical options will remain largely it was before, except that the categories odfiefbeand
‘assertion’ will now be applied to the kinds of pkgtogical states and speech acts described bytitnaali versions
of nondescriptivism like emotivism and prescrigivi. Since we ourselves deny the modified semastaraption,
however, our position opens up fertile new metaethésatory even from the perspective of type-1 mialism. For,
it remains an important theoretical novelty to iwiags we do, that moral content is a kind of cogeitiontent that is
neither descriptive nor reducible to nondeclaratioptent.
B The parcel contains Uncle Willoughby's book mamigchat he left on the hall table, to be mailedhe publisher.
Bertie (Wooster) has reluctantly pinched the pavagéh the intention of disposing of it, at the bethekhis erstwhile
fiancée Florence Craye. See P. G. Wodehouse (1986&¢ves Takes Charge.” We say more about logic and
embedding below.
¥ See for example, Mandelbaum (1955) and Smith (L&&3characterizations of these features and #isse we
mention in the next paragraph.
1% To say that moral judgments directly dispose wgatd action independently of pre-existing desires} #hat they
have motivational force independently of such desiteaves it open whether (i) these judgmentstpiaycausal role
all by themselves, or instead (ii) they generat® desires which then play that role.
I A problem with standard versions of internalismtiattthey make the connection between moral judgraedt
appropriate motivation exceptionless. Although weselwes maintain that part of the concept of a maidgment is
that such judgments typically are motivational, u&aold that the connection to motivtion is “sofif’ allows the
possibility of abnormal cases in which (for someliegble reason) the typical motivating aspect iad#med or absent
(cf. Timmons 1999, pp. 140-42). Moreover, it shobddacknowledged that the action-guiding role ofahprdgments
is sometimes somewhat indirect, for instance whencomelemns persons long dead for actions they peediong
ago. Still, normally the action-guiding aspect ddral judgment is operative either directly or adeindirectly, with
respect to potential behavior in situations eitietual or counterfactual.
2 Unless otherwise indicated, when we speak of the obmtea judgment (or assertion) we mean its overall
declarative content. Nondescriptivist cognitivisraiois thathis kind of content is cognitive, while also claimirtgat
it is not descriptive. In the course of the distursselow we will describe an additional, “inner,” #irof content
involved in moral judgments which is descriptive mudistinct from their overall declarative content
™3 For simplicity’s sake, we focus exclusively on nidseliefs expressible linguistically by the deontiperator ‘it
ought to be that’, thus ignoring those kinds of ahobeliefs expressible linguistically by operatdile ‘it is
permissible that' and ‘it is good that'. We leavpea how exactly to understand these latter belisfsypes of
evaluative commitment state, although we expectdbageneral approach to understanding ought-comenit states
can be appropriately adapted to the understandirgauative commitment states of these other sorts
4 What we are calling a “stance” is a sociolinguistiEentation whose role in social dynamics is léygerallel to
the role of a commitment state within a person’s owaychological economy. (Indeed, a stance is
aninterpersonakind of commitment-state, as distinct from the ghytogical kind.) The notion of an assertion as a
stance-taking speech act certainly deserves fuelhboration—as does the notion of a stance itaptf,the distinction
between is-stances and ought-stances. In our viegrcan make a good start on these matters by coimgjd@e
treatment of the speech-act dimension of moraldagg in Hare (1952, 1970). Much of what Hare says tatheu
moral statements as speech acts is both plausildlecansistent with our own proposed framework folidbednd
assertion.
5 Note that base-case moral commitment states aréogioally complex irthis sense, even though they do have
deontic logical complexity, formalizable in termESasingle deontic operator appended to an atosritesice. Also,
we should now make a clarificatory comment aboutddficial formulation of nondescriptivist cognitivis in section
| above. Thesis (1) of NDC mentions declarative judgte and statements “with moral content”; theseuhelnot
only base-case moral judgments and statements)dnitogically complex ones wittonstituentmoral content.
1% What we have said here represents only a sketetm @fccount of logically complex commitment statesjous
questions are left open, for more extensive treatnetsewhere. For instance, we are inclined to add ftwiber
claims. First, a logically complex belief or asgartwhose overall declarative content is descrgtiill countbothas
a logically complex commitment with respect to a tiplitity of core descriptive contentandas an is-commitment
with respect to its overall declarative content.del; although a logically complex declarative cantean itself be
the object of an is-commitment (or an ought-comreiti), this is so only if this declarative contendéscriptive

We also suspect that a more extensive treatmentldhdistinguish betweelogical commitments
andpsychologicacommitments, and should allow for the possibilltgitta logical commitment can exist even in the
absence of corresponding psychological commitm@uch a commitment would not bebelief since beliefs are
psychological states.) If an agent fails to makat@nally dictated inference, for instance, thhattagent still has a
logical commitment whose declarative content is ¢baclusion of the inference, even though the agpmks the
appropriate belief.

18



™ n calling a stancemplicit we mean that it is operative within sociolinguistignamics without being explicitly
expressed by means of a new assertion. That ssadciolinguisticallyimplicit. On the other hand, one or more of the
parties in the relevant discourse-community miglit to realize that certain stances expressed Iguayt assertions
logically generate a specific further stance. Peshane should say that relative to those partieslagically generated
stance isnerelylogical, rather than being sociolinguistically ilefi. Cf. the analogous point about merely logical
commitments vs. psychological commitments, in trexeding note.

181 Our approach to logically complex beliefs and a&s®s with moral content can be suitably generalizedccount
for noncommittal psychological states (and assediatterances), such wendering whetheBertie ought to mail the
parcel. Such a state involves hypothetically “tgyion” an ought-commitment. To understand such stateolves
understanding their various roles in the overajichglogical economy of typical agents, especidibirt role in moral
reasoning. Often, when wondering about some moraing¢lan agent thinks through the issue by combinhegy t
hypothetical moral commitment in question with biglioth moral and nonmoral) in a process of mogakoning in
which she or he is tracing out the implications @dgting the hypothetical commitment. The generitamof “trying
on” an ought-commitment applies mutatis mutandia foll range of noncommittal psychological statasluding, for
example hoping-thatandfearing-thatstates with moral content.

19 Moreover, our point here about being faithful ke tcomplexity of the phenomena applies mutatis nulisato
noncommittal psychological states (and associatitamces) with moral content, states of the smtusdsed in the
preceding note. When one hypothetically “tries an”ought-commitment in one’s state of wonderingh@ping, or
fearing, etc.), this includes trying on the intdistaaction-oriented aspect of the ought-commitmen

2% According to what we cadontextual semanticsmany terms—including the truth predicate—are seibijto
contextually variable semantic standards. In theecaf moral thought and discourse, which is nondase in
overall declarative content, typically the contetlyl operative semantic standards governing théh tpredicate
dictate a morally engaged use—the use we haveptdired. But in some contexts the semantic statsddictate a
morally detached use of the truth predicate, umdech ‘true’ signals language-world correspondenceethis usage,
only statements whose overall declarative contertteiscriptive are either true or false. For furtdéscussion of
contextual semantics in general and of the truddigate in particular see Horgan (1994, 1995, 19d6)gan and
Timmons (1993), and Timmons (1999), ch. 4.

21 Thus, we are inclined to advocate a kind of plsralabout truth according to which there is a univacgion of
truth even though truth ascription may involve mordess robust metaphysical commitments in ratatidifferent
areas of thought and discourse. Pluralism abottt isualso featured in Wright (1992).

22 There is some controversy about how forceful thisd lof objection really is; some claim that it ceasily be
skirted by the emotivist and by other brands ofaogmitivism. See Horwich (1990) and Stoljar (1993)t Bee Dreier
(1996) and Sinnott-Armstrong (forthcoming) who préssdifficulty of the problem.

3] Our approach does assume, of course, that thexe istelligible notion of logical consequence tagplies to
beliefs and assertions whether or not their oveletlarative content is descriptive. But it is syghusible that this is
so—i.e., that logic governs psychological commititeesind sociolinguistic stances, even those with deseriptive
declarative content. Indeed, in light of our rensadbout truth ascription in section VII.1 above, sider truth-
theoretic accounts (in contrast to model-theoraticounts) of notions like logical truth and logicahsequence—for
instance, that of LeBlanc and Wisdom (1993), with substitutional treatment of the quantifiers. riith-value
assignments are extended to encompass base-cdgestatgments in addition to atomic statements) the resulting
truth-theoretic account of logical truth and of fbgical-consequence relation can be interprefedgiapplicable to
morally engaged uses of the truth-predicate, héiilcas also applicable to morally engaged thougd discourse
(which conforms to schema T), hence (iii) as appliedo beliefs and assertions even when their ovdeallarative
content is not descriptive. Moreover, presumably plossible-world semantics of deontic logic couldsb®othly
incorporated into such a truth-theoretic approadth possible worlds construed as specifiable by @austyle “state
descriptions”: maximal consistent sets of atomateshents and negations of atomic statements. Etbgrthese
brief remarks is a task for another occasion.

21 For some elaboration of the various challengesreplies featured in this section, see Timmons $).9¢h. 4.

251 We respectfully dedicate this paper to R. M. Harepse pioneering work in metaethics has inspirechusany
ways. A predecessor of the paper was presentedatfarence in 1994 at the University of Florida dedit‘Hare’s
Heritage,” honoring Prof. Hare on the occasion of t@rement at Florida. Versions were also preserged
the University of Houston, the University of Ljubljgnand the University of Mexico. For helpful commerdasd
discussion we thank the audiences at those uniessénd also Stephen Barker, Paul Bloomfield, igfiil Nelson,
Michael Pendlebury, Stuart Rachels, John Tiensdrnearanonymous referee.
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