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ABSTRACT

In the dissertation, I attempt to defend a new theory
of noncognitivism. I do this by discussing four issues,
three of which pertain to the views of a group of scholars
who have come to be known as ‘The Cornell Moral Realists’.
One of the most impressive aspects of the Cornell metaethics
is its theoretical expansiveness. It encompasses views in
philosophy of language, philosophy of science, philosophical
psychology, as well as normative ethics. As such, it serves
as a useful foil against which to contrast my own
metaethical position. In the first chapter, I begin by
discussing the viability of G.E. Moore’s Open Question
Argument. I contend that an updated version of Moore’s OQA
allows me to establish a preliminary argument in favor of
noncognitivism. I begin the second chapter by explicating
more fully the nature of the particular version of
noncognitivism I espouse. From there, I go on to discuss the
question of whether or not the amoralist is conceivable.
Rather than arquing that the amoralist is not conceivable, I
explain how the conceivability of the amoralist does not
present a problem for the version of noncognitivism I am
espousing. In the third chapter, I explain how to construct
a noncognitivist semantics that can be used to undergird
valid patterns of inference which contain noncognitive
constituents. The third chapter is unique in its departure
from direct discussion of The Cornell Moral Realists. In the
final chapter, the focus of my campaign is Nicholas
Sturgeon’s influential discussion of the possibility of
moral explanations. I contend that the existence of moral
properties cannot be vindicated by attempting to parallel
moral inquiry with scientific inguiry. The discussion of
these four issues provides a synoptic defense of a new
theory of noncognitivism.

vi



CHAPTER ONE: MORAL TWIN-EARTH

1.1: Introduction

Conéider the following question: What are you doing when
you make a moral utterance like ‘Stealing is wrong’? The
question itself appears to be simple enough. The answer will
not be, however. In fact, I will spend this entire
dissertation attempting to defend a particular kind of answer
to this question. In doing so, I will set out what I take to
be the truth but not the whole truth on this issue. This is a
matter of practical necessity. The literature in this area is
vast. In a recent review article, Darwell, Gibbard, and
Railton spend 75 pages simply providing cursory sketches of
some of the different metaethical stances that have been
espoused by various authors.! We will have to start somewhere.
As Margaret Lit*le points out in her marvellous pair of review
articles on contemporary literature in metaethics:

There is a deep and fascinating divide between the

naturalist moral realism popular in American

philosophical circles and the non-naturalist theory

prevailing in the United Kingdom.*
She describes the crucial difference between the approaches
adopted by the two camps in the following manner.

While American moral realists have, by and large,

depicted moral theory as continuous with scientific

theory, recent English moral realists have insisted on
certain fundamental ways in which morality differs from

'Darwell, Gibbard, and Railton, 1992, pp.115-189.

iittle, 1994a, p.145.
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science, rejecting the idea that such differences
constitute deficiencies.?

This divide provides me with the starting point that will
allow me to focus my answer to this question,

In what follows, I will confine myself to pursuing a set
of issues on the American side of this debate. In particular,
I will be principally concerned with discussing the views of
a group of scholars who have come to be known as ‘The Cornell
Moral Realists’. One of the most impressive aspects of the
Cornell metaethics is its theoretizal expansiveness. It
encompasses Vviews in philosophy of language, philosophy of
science, philosophical psychology, as well as normative
ethics. As such, it will serve as a useful foil against which
to contrast my own metaethical position. In the first chapter,
I will begin by discussing a metaethical question -=hich
pertains to issues in the philosophy of language. The question
concerns the viability of G.E. Moore’s Open Question Argument.
I contend that an updated version of Moore’s OQA allows me to
establish a preliminary argument in favor of noncognitivism.
I will begin the second chapter by explicating the nature of
the particular version of noncognitivism I espouse more fully.
From there, I will go on to discuss a metaethical question
which pertains to an issue in philosophical psychology. This
is the question of whether or not the amoralist is

conceivable. I contend that the amoralist does not present a

SLittle, 1994b, p.225.
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problem for the version of noncognitivism I am espousing. In
the third chapter, I will discuss'a metaethical question which
pertains to issues in logic and proof theory. I will explain
how to construct a noncognitivist semantics that will
undergird valid patterns of inference which contain
noncognitive constituents. The third chapter will be unique in
its departure from direct discussion of The Cornell Moral
Realists. In the final chapter, I will discuss a metaethical
question which pertains to issues in the philosophy of
science. The focus of my campaign will be Nicholas Sturgeon’s
influential discussion of the possibility of moral
explanations. I contend that the existence of moral properties
cannot be vindicated by attempting to parallel moral inquiry
with scientific inquiry. Together, the discussion of these
four issues will provide a synoptic defense of a new theory of
noncognitivism.

1.2: Moore’s Argument Against Moral Naturalism

I can begin my case for a new theory of noncognitivism by
considering the historical influence cf G.E. Moore. Since the
time of G.E. Moore, the existence of objective moral facts has
largely been rejected by the analytic tradition. This
rejection is based on the belief that it is not possible to
accommodate moral facts within a naturalistic framework. Moore
rejected the possibility of ethical naturalism in favor of a
non-naturalist ethical realism where moral properties and

facts are part of a sui generis non-natural realm. He was also
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willing ©o claim that human beings are equipped with special
intuitive abilities which enable us to detect these sui
generis moral phenomena. According to Moore’s model,
scientific enquiry and moral enquiry are entirely distinct
ways of obtaining knowledge from entirely distinct realms.
Regardless of the flaws with Moore’s position, which were
known relatively early, Principia Ethica was still influential
in establishing the predominance of the view that there is a
sharp divide between the discourse of science and the
discourse of morality. The fact-value distinction was regarded
as a truism by virtually everyone. Not surprisingly, people
soon began to reject Moore’s intuitionistic realism as an
adequate characterization of morality. They did not reject it
in favor of a naturalistic morai realism, however. Many turned
instead to the view that moral language is principally used to
express attitudes rather than to describe states of affairs.
Thus, noncognitivism was the principal historical beneficiary
of Moore’s arguments.

In order to assess the relative merits of Mocre’s
position, it will be useful to consider his claims about the
nature of moral goodness in detail. Moore begins Principia
Ethica with an attempt to provide an adequate characterization
of the subject matter of his book. He considers the
possibility that Ethics is that area of study which is
concerned with the proper regulation of human conduct, but

finds this characterization too narrow since it seems obvious
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that Ethics is concerned with other matters besides the
reqgulation of conduct. For Moore, Ethics is a discursive
activity which is specifically concerned with the application
of the predicate ’good’ (and its converse ‘bad’). This
predicate can be applied to the entire range of moral
assessment which includes persons, actions, and states of
affairs. In order to understand the nature of Ethics more
clearly, Moore wants to focus on the task of determining what
this central predicate means. This will enable us to ascertain
exactly what we are doing when we make Ethical utterances. He
is engaged in an analysis of an important aspect of our
linguistic practice here. Moore felt that his predecessors in
moral philosophy failed to understand the nature of Ethics
because they did not understand the meaning of its central
predicate 'éood'. Thus, it was of utmost importance to provide
an adequate analysis of this crucial Ethical concept.
According to Moore:
this question, how ‘good’ is to be defined, is the most
fundamental question in all Ethics. That which is meant
by ’'good’ is, in fact, except for its converse ’bad’ the
only simple object of thought which is peculiar to
Ethics. Its definition is, therefore, the most essential
point in tne definition of Ethics;*

Having argued that ascertaining the meaning of the word ‘good’

is the essential first step in arriving at an adequate

understanding of the subject of Ethics, Moore goes on to claim

that this all-important word is, in fact, indefinable. The

‘Moore, 1903, p.S5.
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word ’‘good’ denotes a simple, unanalyzable concept. As such,
we cannot explain the nature of goodness to anyone who does
not already understand what it is. In his words:

My point is that ’'good’ is a simple notion, just as
'yellow’ is a simple notion; that, just as you cannot, by
any manner of means, explain to anyone who does not
already know it, what yellcw is, so you cannot explain
what good is.’
In his mind, a major problem with moral philosophy is that
people have been unwilling to take goodness for the simple,
unanalyzable concept that it is. Instead, they have treated it
as if it were a complex notion by attempting to provide an
analysis of it. To engage in such an enterprise is to
misunderstand the nature of goodness. It is to commit the
naturalistic fallacy. He felt that a number of thinkers were
doing precisely this when they attempted to describe goodness
in terms of collections of natural properties. He claimed
that:
far too many philosophers have thought that when they
named those other properties they were actually defining
good; that these properties, in fact, were simply not
'other’, but absolutely and entirely the same with
goodness. This view I propose to call the ‘naturalistic
fallacy’...°®
Moore goes on to attempt to demonstrate why this approach to
formulating a definition of the notion of goodness should be

considered to be fallacious. The general type of fallacy of

which the naturalistic fallacy is a specific variety occurs

‘Moore, 1903, p.7.

‘Moore, 1903, p.10.
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whenever anyone unwittingly conflates the ’is’ of predication
with the ’is’ of identity. In order to illustrate the generic
fallacy involved here, Moore offers the follnwing example:
If I were to imagine that when I said I am pleased’, 1
meant that I was exactly the same thing as ‘pleased’, I
should not indeed call that a naturalistic fallacy,
although it would be the same fallacy as I have called
naturalistic with reference to Ethics.’
The reason it would not be appropriate to call this particular
fallacy naturalistic is that it involves the mistaken
conflation of two objects (i.e., the person in question and
pleasure) which are both part of the natural world. When good,
however, is mistakenly taken to be identical to some class of
natural states of affairs, there is reason to refer to this as
the naturalistic fallacy. To do this is to conflate an aspect
of an entirely distinct sui generis realm with some aspect of
the natural world. It is to mistakenly think that something
which is not natural is, in fact, natural. It is to disregard
Bishop Butler’s motte "Everything is what it is, and not
another thing" - the slogan Moore placed on the title page of
Principia Ethica. Speaking of someone who commits this
fallacy, Moore says:
if he confuses ’'good’, which is not in the same sense a
natural object, with any natural object whatever, then
there is a reason for calling that a naturalistic
fallacy; its being made with regard to ‘good’ marks it as

something quite specific, and this specific mistake
deserves a name because it is so common.?

'Moore, 1903, p.13.

Moore, 1903, p.13.
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The problem with many moral theorists, according to Moore, is
that in sayin: <¢hings about that which is good, they
mistakenly thought that they were providing an analysis of the
meaning of ’‘good’. In doing so, they conflated the ’is’ of
predication with the ’is’ of identity and committed the
naturalistic fallacy.

Moore now moves on to present his positive argument for
the claim that ‘good’ is indefinable. He attempts to convince
the reader by using a trilemma strategy. The alternatives are
that ’good’ is either indefinable, complex, or has no meaning
at all. By showing that the last two alternatives are
implausible, he will thus have shown that ’‘good’ is
indefinable. In order to accomplish this task, he adduces a
single argument which is able to dispose of both of them. This
has come to be known as ’‘The Open Question Argument’. He
eliminates the possibility that ‘good’ might be a complex
notion by considering what a disagreement about the meaning of
fgood’ might amount to. He says:

The hypothesis that disagreement about the meaning of

good is disagreement with regard to a correct analysis of

a given whole, may be most plainly seen to be incorrect

by consideration of the fact that, whatever definition be

offered, it may always be asked, with significance, of
the complex so defined, whether it is itself good.’

He eliminates the possibility that ‘good’ might have no

meaning by considering what would have to be the case for us

Moore, 1903, p.15.
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to be able to doubt whether any particular natural state of
affairs is actually good. In his words:

whoever will attentively consider with himself what is
actually before his mind when he asks the question ’Is
pleasure (or whatever it may be) after all good?’ can
easily satisfy himself that he is not merely wondering
whether pleasure is pleasant. And if he will try this
experiment with each suggested definition in succession,
he may become expert enough to recognize that in every
case he has before his mind a unique object, with regard
to the connection of which with any other object, a
distinct question may be asked. Everyone does in fact
understand the question ‘Is this good?’ When he thinks of
it, his state of mind is different from what it would be,
were he asked ‘Is this pleasant, or desired, or
approved?’ It has a distinct meaning for him, even though
he may not recognize in what respect it is distinct.!
That is to say, the person must already have a distinct
concept of ‘good’ in her mind in order to be able to wonder
whether or not it is correct to predicate that concept of
pleasure or any other quality or state of affairs which is
purported to be good. Since the Open Question Argument shows
that ’good’ cannot be complex or meaningless, we are forced to
conclude that it is simple and indefinable.
Putnam provides an alternative rendering of the essence
of the Open Question Argument by considering the status of a
statement which clair= that some proffered analysis of
goodness lacks rather than possesses the feature of goodness.
If the analysis of ‘good’ contained in this statement is
accepted as correct, then the statement will be false by
definition rather than true by definition as in Moore’s

original formulation. As such, it will not be an open question

%oore, 1903, pp.16,17.
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whether or not the statement could possibly be true. Yet, even
the perscn who accepted the analysis of ‘good’ contained in
that statement would not take the statement to be false by
definition. Thus, no proffered analysis of the nature of
goodness could serve as an explication of the meaning of
‘good’. In Putnam’s words:

Moore’s argument that Good cannot be a physicalistic
property (a ‘natural’ property) was that if 'Good’ is the
same property as ‘conducive to maximizing total utility’
(or whatever natural property, physical or functional,
you care to substitute), then

(1) ’this action is not good even though it is

conducive to maximizing total utility’

is a self-contradictory statement (not just a false one).

But even a Utilitarian would not claim (1) is self-
contradictory. And this shows, Moore claims, that
although being Good and being conducive to maximizing
total utility might be correlated properties, they could
not be the same identical property.'

A crucial passage in Principia Ethica clearly illustrates
that one of the motivations behind Moore’s formulation of the
Open Question Argument is that he was trying to preserve the
intelligibility of ethical disagreement. For him, the problem
with attempting to formulate a definition of ’‘good’ in terms
of natural qualities is that this approach cuts off the
possibility of legitimate ethical debate in advance. This is
the reason we must reject all attempts to provide naturalistic
definitions of goodness. As he says:

If we start with the conviction that a definition of good

can be found, we start with the conviction that good can

mean nothing else than some one property of things; and

our only business will then be to discover what that
property is. ... For we shall start with the conviction

putnam, 1981, p.206.
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that good must mean so and so, and shall therefore be
inclined either to misunderstand our opponent’s arguments
or to cut them short with the reply, ’‘This is not an open
guestion: the very meaning cf the word decides it; no one
can think otherwise except through confusion.’"

1.3: Frankena’s Criticism Of Moore
In his influential article, "The Naturalistic Fallacy.",
Frankena claims that the particular mistake Moore is
attributing to these moral theorists has nothing to do with
the putative fact that they are trying to interdefine entities
from distinct ontological realms. This observation is often
overlooked by those whose interest is specifically focused on
the issue of whether or not Moore’s arguments provide any
buttressing for the claim that it is not possible to validly
derive an ’ought’ statement from an ’is’ statement. Frankena
proposes that we concentrate on discerning the nature of the
generic fallacy of which the naturalistic fallacy is but an
instance in order to home in on the root of Moore’s criticism.
He calls this generic fallacy ’'The Definist Fallacy’ which he
describes as follows:
the definist fallacy is the process of confusing or
identifying two properties, of defining one property by
another, or of substituting one property for another.
Furthermore, the fallacy is always simply that two
properties are being treated as one, and it is
irrelevant, if it be the case, that one of them is

natural or non-ethical and the other non-natural or
ethical.®

’Moore, 1903, pp.20,21.

BFrankena, 1939, p.471.
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This is what ethical theorists are doing when they attempt to
formulate naturalistic definitions of ’‘good’. The problem is
not that they have selected unsuitable types of properties as
the material from which they attempt to fashion the essential
nature of goodness. The problem is just that they fail to see
that any property or collection of properties they choose will
still be distinct from the property which constitutes
goodness. To treat these two distinct properties as if they
were one and the same property is to commit the definist
fallacy. Once this is understood, however, it quickly becomes
obvious that Moore’s argument as it stands shows nothing
peculiar about the nature of goodness. If the definist fallacy
constitutes a legitimate criticism of all attempts to provide
a suitable analysis of the meaning of ‘good’, then it can also
be used to criticize all attempts to provide suitable analyses
of all kinds of other concepts as well. These will also turn
out to be mistaken conflations of two distinct properties or
sets of properties. As Frankena claims:

if Mr. Moore’s motto (or the definist fallacy) rules out

any definitions, for example of ‘good’, then it rules out

all definitions of any term whatever.!
1.4: Moore’s Theoretical Background

It seems to me that Frankena’s discussion does not do
justice to the point that Moore is attempting to make with the
Open Question Argument. It is significant to notice that Moore

did not accept the Open Question Argument as a reliable

YpFrankena, 1939, p.472.
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generic strategy that could be used to illustrate instances of
the ’definist fallacy’. He was ready to adwit that allowing
the Open Question Argument to be used as a standard for
testing the validity of definitions in general would lead to
the anti-intuitive consequences he called ‘the paradox of
analysis’." If all legitimate analyses had to conform to the
dictates of the Open Question Argument, it would be impossible
to formulate an acceptable definition of any term. It is
important to keep in mind that what Moore was attempting to do
with the Open Question Argument was to convince the reader
that there is something special about the nature of goodness
in particular. In presenting his formulation of it, he assumed
that his views on semantics and epistemology were essentially
correct. It is significant to notice that his views on ethics
informed his views on semantics and epistemology and not wvice
versa. Moore’s earliest extended philosophical studies were
two dissertations written in 1897 and 1898 respectively. Each
of these were entitled The Metaphysical Basis Of Ethics. He
won a prize fellowship for the second dissertation which
allowed him to stay on at Cambridge for an additional six
years. The second dissertation provides the first detailed
description of the semantic and epistemological theory which
underlies the reasoning contained in the Open Question
Argument,

Alan R. White referred to Moore’s semantics as:

“parwell, Gibbard, Railton, 1992, p.115.
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the concept theory of meaning, for it is the view that

the meaning of an expression is the concept -~ or the
proposition, as it is called when the expression is a
complete sentence - which the expression stands for,

signifies, names or expresses.!®
According to this characterization of semantics, the meaning
of an utterance is determined by ascertaining the intentions
of the utterer. The meaning of a term or expression is the
particular concept that speakers intend to express by using
that term or expression. The meaning of a sentence is the
particular proposition speakers intend to express by using
that sentence. Speaking of propositions in particular, Moore
claimed that:
a proposition, is not a name for any mere form of words.
It is a name for what is expressed by certain forms of
words - those, namely, which, in grammar, are called
’sentences’. It is a name for what is before your mind,
when you not only hear or read but understand a sentence.
It is, in short, the meaning of a sentence - what is
expressed or conveyed by a sentence: and is, therefore,
utterly different from the sentence itself -~ from the
mere words.!
It is the object of belief that the mind is focused upon when
it apprehends the meaning of a sentence. Moore held a parallel
view of the meanings of parts of sentences. Their meanings are
constituted by the concepts which they express. Tom Regan,

citing from an unpublished manuscript of Moore’s, tells us

that:

White, 1958, p.40.

"Moore, 1910, p.259.
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"A concept", Moore asserts, "is not a mental fact nor any
part of a mental fact"(p.179). Rather, it is what we mean
when, for example, we use the words ’red’ and 'rose’ .
It is important to notice that Moore does not see the concepts
which are expressed by language as mere mental entities. They
are universal entities which exist independently of human
minds, much like Platonic Forms. They play an important role
in human thought processes.
in order to make judgments, Moore maintains that we must
grasp these concepts themselves. We must have a direct
grasp of the concepts Red and Rose, for example, to make
the judgment "This rose is red." When we think this
thought, or make this judgment, it is not our ideas of
red and rose that we are thinking of; it is these
concepts themselves.'
Moore’s understanding of synonymy is closely tied to his
concept theory of meaning. White describes the connection
between them as follows:
to say that two expressions are synonymous is to say
either that the concept or proposition expressed by one
is the same as the concept or proposition expressed by
the other or that both expressions express one and the
same concept or proposition.?
Thus, two expressions mean the same thing only if they bring
the same concept to mind. As Regan notes, Moore applies the
concept theory of meaning to his discussion of moral
vocabulary as well.
The meaning of ’‘red’ is the concept Red; of ’rose’ the

concept Rose; and so on. There is in every case only one
universal meaning though there may be many instances -

¥Regan, 1986, p.104.
“Regan, 1986, p.107.

Ywhite, 1958, p.98.
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many red things, but only one concept, Red; many roses,
but only one concept Rose; and so on. Moore in Principia
continues to operate with this ontology of meanings in
the background, so that when he insists that the object
of Ethics is Good, he means that Ethics must start with
an examination of this particular concept, object,
notion, or, in other words, this particular universal
meaning. Accordingly, by claiming that Good is
indefinable Moore does not mean that the English word
’good’ lacks a dictionary definition. He means that the
universal meaning of the word ‘good’ - the concept,
notion, object, or idea that this word, or its equivalent
in any natural language, names, denotes, or signifies -
cannot be defined. The notion Good is not identical with
any notion other than itself.?

If the word ’‘good’ were synonymous with any expression which
describes some natural state of affairs, then both expressions
would designate one and the same concept in the mind of anyone
who was considering the two expressions. But if this were so,
it would not. be possible for her to consider whether or not
the concept corresponding to the description of the natural
state of affairs was the same as the concept corresponding to
the word ’‘good’ since both expressions would evoke the same
concept in the mind. Implicit in this argument is the
presumption that concepts are of such a transparent nature
that it is not possible for a cognizer to fail to recognize
those cases where two expressions turn out to refer to the
same concept. Concepts, rather than words, are the medium of
thought and it will always be obvious to the cognizer when she
is using two expressions to bring one and the same concept

before her mind. In such cases, she could hardly miss the fact

that she is thinking the same thing in both instances. Since

YlRegan, 1986, pp.193,194.
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she couldn’t miss this, it obviously couldn’t be an open
question for her whether or not the two expressions refer to
the same concept and, thus, have the same meaning. This is the
key semantic presupposition underlying Moore’s Open Question
Argument,

1.5: Synonymy

The major difficulty that the early critics found with
Moore’s argument against ethical naturalism is that it
presupposes a synonymy criterion of property identity. That
is, it presupposes that if property x is identical to property
Y, then the criteria one requires for the presence of x will
be the same as the criteria one requires for the presence of
Y. So, if ® is identical to y, and one concedes that the
requisite criteria for the presence of X have been satisfied,
one is conceptually committed to conceding that the requisite
criteria for the presence of y have also been satisfied. Thus,
once one has become epistemically committed to the presence of
%, whether or not y is also present can no longer be an open
question for her. Y has to be present because the requisite
criteria for its presence have admittedly already been
satisfied.

The crucial problem with Moore’s synonymy criterion of
property identity is that it presupposes that all of the
concepts we use are referentially transparent. When a concept
is referentially transparent, the user of that concept is

fully aware of its exact extension. In fact, however, we often
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use concepts which are referentially opaque. When a concept is
referentially opaque, the user of that concept may not be able
to specify its exact extension. If all of our concepts were
referentially transparent, we would be able to specify the
precise extensions of anything we were considering. As a
result, we could not have two different concepts which,
unbeknownst to us, happen to refe~ to the same object or class
of objects. Since we would be aware of the extensions of the
two concepts, we would be aware that their extensions were the
same. Yet, this phenomenon is fairly typical. For example,
imagine that I have a concept of table salt as a white grainy
substance with a characteristic taste that can enhance the
taste of certain foods when used in moderation. I have learned
this concept by ostension. I also have a concept of sodium
chloride as some sort of chemical compound which is poisonous.
We can further imagine that I am out of table salt and my
friend has brought me a canister of sodium chloride to £ill my
salt shaker. If I were to claim that the stuff in the canister
is poisonous, sbe would respond that it is just table salt. If
Moore’s formulation of the Open Question Argument were sound,
I could reply that the contents of the canister couldn’t be
table salt since for any sample of sodium chloride I might
consider, it is intelligible for me to question whether or not
that sample of sodium chloride really is table salt. But the
fact that this is an open question for me does not show that

the sodium chloride in the canister before me is not table
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salt. Sodium chloride is table salt. By the same token, the
mere fact that it is possible to ask of any proposed analysis
of ’‘good’, whether it is itself good, does not show that the
proposed analysis does not isolate the property of goodness,
For this reason, there is a serious problem with Moore’s
formulation of the Open Question Argument.
1.6: Can Moore’s Argument Be Salvaged?

Needless to say, the semantic theory which undergirds
Moore’s formulation of the Open Question Argument has long
since been rejected by the philosophical community. Since that
time a number of different theories of meaning gained
prominence, most of which equated the meaning of a term with
some version of a description or formula which enables us to
isolate all and only the referents of that term. This trend
has been supplanted by the innovative externalist theories of
reference that were pioneered by Kripke and Putnam in the
1960s. These theories have had a profound effect on
contemporary philosophy of language, epistemology, and
metaphysics. The Cornell Moral Realists contend that this new
perspective on the nature of meaning and reference provides us
with sufficient grounds for rejecting the Open Question
Argument as a hopelessly obsolete approach to moral theorizing
which requires no further consideration. According to them,
Moore’s flawed conception of language and meaning resulted in
his mistakenly thinking that he had shown us something

significant about the nature of goodness when, in fact, he had
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done nothing of the kind. There is really nothing more to the
Open Question Argument than that. Once we understand this,
Principia Ethica can be safely regarded as a mere period piece
which is only of historical interest. We can now go on to
formulate an updated naturalistic moral semantics & la Kripke.
Other moral thecrists are not so quick to dismiss Moore'’s
approach, however. According to Darwell, Gibbard, and Railton:

To grant Moore all of the resources he deploys or assumes
in his official presentation of the open question
argument would suffice to bring the whole enterprise of
conceptual analysis to a standstill, and show nothing
about Good in particular. ...

Why, then, isn’‘t Moore’s argument a mere period
piece? However readily we now reject as antiquated his
views in semantics and epistemology, it seems impossible
to deny that he was on to something.?

It might be the case that Moore was making a legitimate point
even though he was expressing it through a flawed semantics
and epistemology. If so, then perhaps the point can be
reformulated in a way that does not rely on Moore’s
questionable semantics and epistemology. In what follows, I
will attempt to demonstrate that this is indeed the case. I
will begin by arguing that the application of Kripke-Putnam
semantics to moral terminology will not put moral realism on
a firmer footing. This is because contemporary moral realism
is open to criticism by a new form of the Open Question
Argument that is not based on Moore’s dated theories of

semantics and epistemology. Treating moral terms like natural

kind terms commits the moral realist to a position which is

Zparwell, Gibbard, Railton, 1992, pp.115,116.
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strongly anti~intuitive in a significant range of scenarios.
our intuitions concerning this range of scenarios can be much
more adequately accounted for by adopting a noncognitivist
characterization of moral language use. Thus, noncognitivism
is preferable over moral realism.

1.7: Kripke’s Theory Of Reference

In order to accomplish this task, it seems %“zst to take
some time to elaborate on the nature of the new theory of
reference which supposedly renders the Open Question Argument
obsolete. We can begin by noticing that, as human beings, we
have the ability to imagine what the world would be like if
certain aspects of it were different. That is to say, we can
conceive of different possible worlds besides the actual one.
We can also notice that various ways of referring to the
objects and types of objects we might encounter in the actual
world are available to us. For example, we can call them by
name, refer to some of their salient qualities, provide a
verbal specification of their location, or even point to them.
Some of these ways will designate the same objects or types of
objects in all possible worlds; others will not. Xripke
introduces the following terminology in this regard.

Let’s call something a rigid designator if in every

possible world it designates the same object, a nonrigid

or accidental designator if that is not the case.?®
one of the key themes of Kripke’s theory of reference is that

the notion of objects having accidental and essential

BRripke, 1972, p.48.
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properties is directly related to the notion of rigiad
designation. An accidental property is a property that an
object does 1ot necessarily have to have in order to be an
object of the type that it is. On the other hand, an essential
property is & property that an object must possess in order to
be of the particular type that it is. An important point to
notice is that the set of criteria we use in practice to
establish whether or not an object is of a particular type
need not be the same as the set of criteria which must be
satisfied in order for that object to be of that type. The
concept that we have of some item in the world might turn out
to be a collection of essential and accidental characteristics
which we have come to commonly associate with that item.
Often, it is easier to learn to identify items in terms of
their easily detectable accidental characteristics instead of
in terms of their essential characteristics, which may be much
more difficult to detect. Kripke applies this point to
individual objects when he discusses the cases of Aristotle
and Hitler.

To me Aristotle’s most important properties consist in
his philosophical work, and Hitler’s in his murderous
political role; both, as I have said, might have lacked
these properties altogether. ... Important properties of
an object need not be essential, unless ’importance’ is
used as a synonym for essence; and an object could have
had properties very different from its most striking

actual properties, or from the properties we use to
identify it.%

BRripke, 1972, p.77.
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These cases clearly illustrate that the properties we take to
be the identifying characteristics of particular individuals
need not be the properties which are essential for being those
individuals. Instead, the properties of an individual which we
take to be the most important may be entirely accidental.
Kripke uses this observation as the basis for an alternative
account of reference. The definite description view that he is
criticizing relies on the set of

properties which somehow qualitatively uniquely pick out
an object and determine ocur reference in that manner.?®

Kripke’s view, however, focuses on the set of historical
conditions in the actual world which have preceded the
employment of some particular name by some particular
linguistic community. Reference is determined by focusing on
the set of conditions in the world which have, in some sense,
caused an expression to be transmitted throughout a certain
linguistic community. In the case of referring to a particular
person:
it’s in virtue of our connection with other speakers in
the community, going back to the referent himself, that
we refer to a certain man.%
The referent itself, the actual object in the real world,

comes to be connected with a particular name through an

informal sort of ceremony which must be an actual event. The

“Rripke, 1972, p.94.

¥Rkripke, 1972, p.94.
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referent must be connected to the name as a result of what dia
happen; not what might have happened. In Kripke’s words:

An initial ‘baptism’ takes place. Here the object may be

named by ostension, or the reference of the name may be

fixed by a description. When the name is ’‘passed from
link to link’, the receiver of the name must, I think,
intend when he learns it to use it with the same
reference as the man from whom he heard it.%
Once this connection has been made, certain statements which
contain that name become necessarily true. Since necessity is
a metaphysical notion rather than a semantic one, this
neces.ity accrues from the nature of the refeirent which is
rigidly designated by that name. Statements which predicate
any of the referent’s essential properties of the referent are
necessarily true.

These remarks about the way that the referent for a name
is determined also apply to the way that a class of referents
for a natural kind term is determined. As Kripke points out:

ny argument implicitly concludes that certain general

terms, those for natural kinds, have a greater kinship
with proper names than is generally realized.®
He uses the example of gold to illustrate that the set of
historical conditions in the actual world which have preceded
the employment of some natural kind term by some particular
linguistic community are what determine the reference of that

term.

we use ’gold’ as a term for a certain kind of thing.
Others have discovered this kind of thing and we have

ZRripke, 1972, p.96.

BRripke, p.134.
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heard of it. We thus as part of a community of speakers
have a certain connection between ourselves and a certain
kind of thing. The kind of thing is thought to have
certain identifying marks. Some of these marks may not
really be true of gold. We might discover that we are
wrong about them. Further, there might be a substance
which has all the identifying marks we commonly
attributed to gold and used to identify it in the first
place, but which is not the same kind of thing, which is
not the same substance.?
As in the naming case, statements which predicate any of the
reference class’s essential properties of the reference class
or members of the reference class are necessarily true. The
essential properties which make the reference class the kind
that it is are determined by the actual nature of the set of
objects in the world which precipitate the natural kind term
predications made by the actual linguistic community. We can
see this by considering counterfactual scenarios where the
nature of a set of objects has been altered. Suppose, for
example, that all the cats in the world turned out to be fur-
covered reptiles. In such a case:
the inclination is to say, not that there turned out to
be no cats, but that cats have turned out not to be
animals as we originally supposed. The original concept
of cat is : that kind of thing, where the kind of thing
can be picked out by paradigmatic instances.
Once it has been established that actual cats are in fact
animals and not reptiles, however, it is necessary that all

cats are animals. Any particular cat is necessarily an animal;

PKripke, 1972, pp.118,119.

%Rripke, 1972, p.122.
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though this is something which could not have been known a
priori.

This characterization of reference has important
implications for the way that possible worlds have to be
evaluated. Given that a substance like gold has certain
essential properties in the actual world, such as having the
atomic number 79, any substance in any possible world which
does not have the atomic number 79 cannot possibly be gold. If
we do refer to some substance in some possible world which
does not have the atomic number 79, then it is necessary that
the substance we are referring to is not gold. Kripke invites
us to consider the following scenario:

Suppose that all the areas which actually contain gold

now, contained pyrites instead, or some other substance

which counterfeited the superficial properties of gold
but lacked its atomic structure. Would we say, of this
counterfactual situation, that in that situation gold
would not even have been an element (because pyrites is
not an element)? It seems to me that we would not. We

would instead describe this as a situation in which a

substance, say iron pyrites, which is not gold, would

have been found in the very mountains which actually
contain gold and would have had the very properties by
which we commonly identify gold. But it would not be
gold; it would be something else. One should not say that
it would still be gold in this possible world, though
gold would then lack the atomic number 79. It would be
some other stuff, some other substance.

This illustration shows that the important criterion which

determines whether two substances are of the same type is the

way that the essential properties of the substance in the

actual world compare to the substance being considered in the

MKripke, 1972, p.124.
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possible world. The superficial properties which people might
use to identify instances of a substance are not what
determine its kind. They are simply the means by which we come
to fix the reference class which constitutes that particular
kind. When we make predications using the natural kind term in
question we mean to refer to the reference class so fixed. We
don’t intend to refer to the class of all objects which might
happen to possess the superficial identifying characteristics
that have been used to fix the natural kinda. We intend to
refer to the class of objects which are fixed as a result of
our initial use of the superficial identifying
characteristics. We need to look at the nature of the class so
fixed rather than the superficial identifying characteristics
in order to determine which necessary truths pertain to the
reference class. As Kripke points out:
one should bear in mind the contrast between the a priori
but perhaps contingent properties carried with a term,
given by the way its reference was fixed, and the
analytic (and hence necessary) properties a term may
carry, given by its meaning. For species, as for proper
names, the way the reference of a term is fixed should
not be regarded as a synonym for the term.®

Whether or not the initial superficial identifying

characteristics by which we fix a reference class are part of

the essential nature of that reference class is a purely

contingent matter. Thus, we cannot know a priori whether any

of the identifying characteristics that we use to fix a

%Kripke, 1972, p.135.
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reference class are essential or accidental features of that
class.

1.8: Putnam’s Twin Worlds

Putnam has provided a parallel argument for the claim
that the meaning of the terms we use cannot be determined
simply by analysing the psychological profiles of typical
users of such terms. He invites us to consider a situation
where two planets are completely identical except that
wherever the clear liquid which is constituted by H?0 is found
on the first planet, a liquid which is similar in all of its
surface characteristics but is constituted of the complex
substance XYZ is found on the second planet. We can call these
two worlds ’Earth’ and ‘Twin-Earth’. In each of the two
worlds, people refer to the clear liquid which is typically
found in rivers and lakes as ‘water’. In so referring, they
each have the same concept or intension of water as the clear
liquid that we see in rivers and lakes, drink out of faucets,
bathe in, etc. As a result, when they think of water, they are
in the same psychological state. Putnam notes that although
the term ‘water’ has the same intension for speakers on both
worlds, it clearly does not have the same extension, since, by
stipulation, ’'water’ refers to a different substance in each
of the respective worlds. Thus, the moral we can draw is that
the intension of a term does not determine its extension. We
have to look beyond what a speaker intends by her use of a

term to determine what her uses of that term actually mean. In
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Putnam‘s famous words: "cut the pie any way you like
'meanings’ just ain’t in the head."®

An important corollary of this view of meaning is that
people are only in a position to discover that the two liquids
are not of the same type once they have gained a certain
degree of understanding of the underlying nature of the
substances around them. Yet, different members of a linguistic
community will attain different degrees of understanding of
the underlying nature of these substances. This leads to the
phenomenon which Putnam describes as ‘the division of
linguistic labor’,

When a term is subject to the division of 1linguistic

labor, the "average" speaker who acquires it does not

acquire anything that fixes its extension. In particular,

his individual psychological state certainly does not fix

its extension; it is only the sociolinguistic state of

the collective 1linguistic body to which the speaker

belongs that fixes the extension.*
The point of Putnam’s metaphor is that the concepts which
typical speakers have for many natural kind terms are quite
distinct from what would be necessary to be able to determine
the essential nature of the class of referents which
correspond to such natural kind terms. The concepts people
have of many natural kinds are generally operational
procedures which enable them to identify instances of such

kinds quickly and efficiently. Their practical interest is

simply to refer to the kind in gquestion; not to specify its

Bputnam, 1973, p.311.

¥putnam, 1973, p.312.
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essential nature. Thus, the concept most of us have of water
is a clear 1liquid which comes from rivers and lakes and is
good for drinking and bathing. This concept enables us to
identify instances of water and speak about it in the contexts
in which we generally find ourselves. But the Earth/Twin-Eaxrth
scenario shows that we don’t take our concept of water to
explicate the essential nature of water. As Putnam notes:

If T agree that a liquid with the superficial properties
of "water" but a different microstructure isn’t really
water, then my ways of recognizing water cannot be
regarded as an analytical specification of what it is to
be water. Rather, the operational definition, like the
ostensive one, is simply a way of putting out a standard
- pointing out the stuff in the actual world such that,
for ¥ to be water, in any world, is for % to bear the
relation same, to the normal members of the class of
local entities that satisfy the operational definition.
"Water" on Twin Earth is not water, even if it satisfies
the operational definition, because it doesn’t bear the
same; to the local stuff that satisfies the operational
definition, and the 1local stuff that satisfies the
operational definition but has a microstructure different
from the rest of the local stuff that satisfies the
operational definition isn’t water either, because it
doesn’t bear same; to the normal examples of the local
"water".%

Thus, we can see that the predications we make using natural
kind terms actually have an indexical element to them. Part of
the meaning of such terms is determined by the actual nature
of the reference class which happens to be picked out by our
operational notions. Thus, we have to go beyond our current
sociolinguistic agreement to determine the meaning of our

natural kind terms. We have to consult the way that the world

¥putnam, 1973, pp.313,314.
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actually turns out to be. But, as Putnam points out, speakers
may be unaware that such facts pertain to the reference class.

The extension of our terms depends on the actual nature
of the particular things which serve as paradigms, and
this actual nature is not, in general, fully known to the
speaker. Traditional semantic theory leaves out two
contributions to the determination of reference - the
contribution of society and the contribution of the real
world; a better semantic theory must encompass both.3
As a result, there may be facts about the reference class
which a competent speaker may be entirely unaware of, since he
only thinks about the reference class in terms of its
operational definition.
1.9: Moore’s Open Question Argument Rendered Obsolete
An important unintended result of this new semantics is
that it can be used to provide a clear explication of
precisely what is wrong with Moore’s formulation of the Open
Question Argument. Recall that Moore believed the meaning of
a term is determined entirely by the concept or intention we
have in mind when we make predications using that tern.
According to Moore, we can see that no natural property can
provide an analysis of what it is to be good because we intend
something different when we say that an object is good than we
do when we say that an object possesses that natural property.
Putnam characterizes one of the crucial theoretical

suppositions underlying Moore’s Open Question Argument in the

following manner.

%putnam, 1973, p.315.
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Moore’s argument turns on assumptions that I and many
other philosophers of language would reject today,
however. First of all, he implicitly denied that there
could be such a thing as synthetic identity of
properties.”
Moore thought that the only way of settling the issue of
whether or not two properties are identical is by comparing
the intentions that a person has when he predicates the first
property of something with the intentions that he has when he
predicates the second property of that thing. If the person
intended the same thing by the first predication as he did by
the second, then he was referring to the same property in both
predications. On the other hand, if the person intended
something different by the first predication from what he did
by the second, then the properties he was referring to in each
of the respective predications must have been different.
Whenever it is intelligible for him to question whether or not
the making of one predication entails the making of the other,
then the speaker did not mean the same thing by each of the
two predications. This is sufficient to show that the
properties corresponding to each of the respective
predications are not one and the same.
The crucial problem with this position is that it makes
an implausible connection between what goes on in a person’s

head and what is the case in the external world. According to

Putnam: "Moore conflated properties and concepts."*® He didn’t

Yputnam, 1981, p.206.

¥putnam, 1981, p.207.

o |
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see that it is possible for a person to have two different
sets of criteria that specify the conditions under which it is
appropriate to predicate some property of an item (and, thus,
two distinct concepts which turn out to track the same
property in the world). That the two distinct concepts do, in
fact, track the same property is something we discover by
empirical investigation rather than through introspective
analysis. To discover that two distinct concepts turn out to
track the same property is to discover something about the
nature of the world; not merely to discover something about
the nature of the two concepts in question. It is to discover
the synthetic truv’h that the properties referred to by the two
concepts are, in fact, one and the same property. Thus, the
mere fact that it is intelligible to question whether the
presence of the property corresponding to the making of the
first predication entails the presence of the property
corresponding to the making of the second predication does not
preclude the possibility that the two properties are actually
one and the same. Thus, it does not show that the meaning of
a term like ‘good’ cannot be cashed out entirely in terms of
some natural property or cluster of natural properties. In
this way, the externalist theory of reference inspired by
Kripke and Putnam can be used to articulate precisely what is
wrong with Moore’s original formulation of the Open Question

Argument.
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1.10: An Updated Semantics For Moral Terminclogy

Having taken the sting out of Moore’s influential
argument, The Cornell Moral Realists wholeheartedly endorse -
the application of this updated theory of reference to the
moral realm. There are two key aspects of the contemporary
moral realism they espouse. The first aspect concerns the
nature of the reference relation between moral terms and types
of natural states of affairs. According to The Cornell Moral
Realists, as with any other natural kind term, the meaning of
a moral expression is determined by the states of affairs
which actually c:casion its use. For example, the meaning of
'good’ is constituted by the set of conditions which generally
precipitate attributions of goodness by competent speakers. We
can think of these states of affairs as possessing a common
property or as being of a «ommon type. The relationship
between properties and types 1is fairly straightforward. A
property can be taken as the criterion which determines
whether or not objects are of a particular type. If an object
possesses the requisite property, then it is of that type.
Thus, objects are of the type green, if and only if, they
possess the property of dgreenness. Persons, actions, and
states of affairs are of the type good, if and only if, they
possess the property of goodness.

The question the Cornell Moral Realist is considering is
whether or not some type of natural state of affairs

constitutes those states of affairs which are the good ones.
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If we designate some type of natural state of affairs when we
use the word ’good’, then we are using that word to refer to
a natural kind which is out there to be so designated. As is
the case with other natural kind terms, once this use has been
established, the only states of affairs which can count as
good are those which share the same essential qualities as the
type of states of affairs which has established the meaning of
'good’ in the actual world. It is not possible for any natural
states of affairs which do not possess these essential
qualities to be good. ’'Good’ rigidly designates a particular
property which is only instantiated in certain states of
affairs. Once this use has become established, certain truths
about which states of affairs are good and which are not will
have become necessary. Such truths are a posteriori
necessities since they did not become necessary until after
the historical events that established the particular meaning
which ‘good’ now has had occurred.

In order to elucidate the nature of the meaning that
'good’ has come to acquire, Richard Boyd has developed a
sophisticated version of the causal theory of reference called
'homeostatic property-cluster definitions’.

According to various property-cluster or criterial

attribute theories, some terms have definitions which are

provideq for by a collection of properties such thgt tpe
possession of an adequate number of these preperties is

sufficient for falling within the extension of the
term.®

¥Boyd, 1988, p.196.
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Boyd goes on to maintain that the extensions of our moral
terms constitute natural kinds which are most suitably
characterized as homeostatic property clusters. We have an
instance of a natural kind when there is an objective tendency
for certain properties to cluster together. In his words
Their co-occurrence is not, at least typically, a
statistical artifact, but rather the result of what may
be metaphorically (sometimes literally) described as a
sort of homeostasis.®
That these properties tend to cluster together as they do is
not an a priori fact, however; it is simply the way that we
find the world to be. In the non-moral case
‘Water = H,0’ is a non-analytic necessary truth that
expresses the real, underlying essence of water and thus
provides a (synthetically true) definition of ’‘water’.¥
In the moral case, ’‘Goodness = a certain homeostatic cluster
of properties’ is also a non-analytic necessary truth that
expresses the real, underlying essence of goodness and thus
provides a (synthetically true) definition of ’‘goodness’.
The second key aspect of this new version of naturalistic
moral realism concerns the nature of the relationship between
moral properties and straightforward physical properties. In
his ’argument from queerness’ Mackie claimed that any putative

connection between natural and moral properties would remain

intractably mysterious. As he says:

“Boyd, 1988, p.197.

“'Horgan and Timmons, 1990, p.451.
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Another way of bringing out this queerness is to ask,
about anything that is supposed to have some objective
moral quality, how this is linked with its natural
features. What is the connection between the natural fact
that an action is a piece of deliberate cruelty - say,
causing pain just for fun - and the moral fact that it is
wrong? It cannot be an entailment, a logical or semantic
necessity. Yet it is not merely that the two features
occur  together. The wrongness must somehow Dbe
’consequential’ or ’supervenient’; it is wrong because it
is a piece of deliberate cruelty. But just what in the
world is signified by this ’because’?%

Recent developments in the philosophy of science and the

philosophy of mind open the way for an answer to this question

by making the notion of supervenient or functional properties

respectable within a naturalistic framework.

According to David Brink,
Supervenience is a relation of causal constitution or
dependence. There is nothing strange and certainly
nothing unique about the supervenience of moral
properties on physical properties.®

These second order properties are real but not identical to

the physical base properties upon which they supervene.
The realist might claim that moral properties are those
which bear on the maintenance and flourishing of human
organisms. ... The physical states which contribute to or
interfere with the satisfaction of these needs, wants,
and capacities are the physical states upon which, on
this functional theory, moral properties ultimately
supervene.¥

It seems to me that both aspects of The Cornell Moral

Realists’ naturalistic version of moral realism are

problematic. I will begin by criticizing the second aspect.

“Mackie, 1977, p.40.
“Brink, 1984, p.120.

“Brink, 1984, pp.121,122.
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1.11: Supervenience Accounts Of Moral Properties

As Brink acknowledges, a problem with this type of
approach is that an implicit normative judgement has already
been made in deciding what is to count as human well-being and
flourishing. But he claims that the fact that such judgements
are theory-dependent in this way does not present a special
problem for the moral realist. This reply is not satisfactory,
however, since the problem is not simply that judgements
concerning well-being or flourishing are theory-dependent but
that they depend on a normative theory at point where we are
still trying to establish the conditions for a purely
naturalistic normativity. Further, even if we suppose that
there is a best theory which delineates the manner in which
moral properties supervene upon natural properties in the
individual case, there is no reason to think it can be
automatically transposed to the social case. Even people who
are in complete agreement about which conditions are conducive
to the realization of a good life for an individual sharply
disagree about what the best way of apportioning social
opportunities is when conditions of scarcity make it
impossible for all parties to realize their optimal potential.
We can’t assume in advance that there is a best way of dealing
with this problem.

One might attempt to deal with this problem by appealing
to moral theory. According to Brink:

Which moral properties strongly supervene on which
natural properties is determined differently by different
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moral theories, just as, say, which economic properties
strongly supervene on which social and psychological
properties is determined differently by different
economic theories.®

The fact that the supervenience relation is theory-dependent
is not taken to be a problem here because theory dependent
relations in the scientific world are common. In order to
arrive at the genuine moral properties, however, we will not
want to rely on just any moral theory. We will want to ensure
that we are relying on the best moral theory possible since it
will play a role in determining which moral properties there
are and what they are like. In Brink’s words:
Determination of which account of supervenience is best
will depend upon determination of which moral theory
provides the best account of all our beliefs, both moral
and non-moral.*
In this approach, the mechanism of wide reflective equilibrium
(WRE) enables us to discover the best moral theory which in
turn enables us to discover the correct account of the manner
in which moral properties supervene on physical properties.
What WRE does is enable us to zero in on the natural kinds
which we have been loosely referring to with our moral
terminology all along. There is a body of external, objective,
synthetic moral data which can be discovered through WRE. As
in science, we give prima facie epistemic weight to our

initial beliefs and proceed to subject them to theoretical

scrutiny and testing. Eventually, we will arrive at a reliable

YBrink, 1989, p.175.

“Brink, 1984, p.121.
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set of moral beliefs which constitute the best moral theory.
In the end, Brink seems to glibly assume that there is a best
moral theory that we can ultimately rely on to specify the
character of the complex natural base properties upon which
moral properties supervene.

Darwell, Gibbard, and Railton argue that this sanguine
hope of arriving at a best moral theory is not without its
problems. We cannot simply assume that the best moral theory
can be arrived at in roughly the same manner as the best
scientific theory. We can appeal to the success of a
scientific theory in order to bolster its credibility, but
there does not seem to be an analogue to scientific success in
the moral realm. As they point out:

critiecs will reply by citing many differences in the

actual accomplishments of theory development in science

as opposed to ethics. ... the lack of consensus and
accomplishment in ethics counts against what would
otherwise be a reasonable willingness to assign prima
facie epistemic weight to moral beliefs. There would of
course be little left of ethics, or ethical inquiry, as

a cognitive domain were no initial weight given to going

moral beliefs; but critics might not find this skeptical

result wholly uncongenial.

An effective reply to such critics would involve
giving an explanation of moral controversy that competes
favorably with the skeptical alternative and, more
importantly, would involve developing nonreductionist
ethical theory itself, showing it to have (or to make
possible) some worthwhile theoretical accomplishments.

such a defense is still forthcoming. Sturgeon offers a kind of
defense when he attempts to parallel scientific and moral

theory with the following example.

Y“iparwell, Gibbard, Railton, 1992, p.173.
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Candidate moral principles - for example, that an action
is wrong just in case there is something else the agent
could have done that would have produced a greater net
balance of pleasure over pain - lack empirical
implications when considered in isolation. But it is easy
to derive empirical consequences from them, and thus to
test them against experience, if we allow ourselves, as
we do in the scientific case, to rely on a background of
other assumptions of comparable status. Thus, if we
conjoin the act-utilitarian principle I just cited with
the further view, also untestable in isolation, that it
is always wrong deliberately to kill a human being, we
can deduce from these two premises together the
consequence that deliberately killing a human being
always produces a lesser balance of pleasure over pain
than some available alternative act; and this claim is
one any positivist would have conceded we Kknow, in
principle at least, how to test.®®

Such an example can hardly be regarded as a resounding
theoretical accomplishment that provides cogent support for
the theory of act-utilitarianism. The problem with sSturgeon’s
example is not that such a testing procedure would provide no
support at all for act-utilitarianism. The problem is that
analogous testing procedures could be used to provide the same
kind of support for any number of compecing normative
perspectives. We would still be left with the problem of
determining which of these competing normative perspectives is
the best moral theory. Those who wish to speak of the best
moral theory still have the onus on them to demonstrate that
this can be done intelligibly. The Cornell Moral Realists have
yet to satisfy the dictates of this onus. Since their

supervenience account of the nature of moral properties

#sturgeon, 1984, p.51.
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requires that there is a best moral theory, the account
remains dubious.¥

Having noted this problem, we can summarize the semantic
position of The Cornell Moral Realists. According to their
updated causal theory of reference for moral terminology,
whether or not the average person is fully aware of this fact,
moral properties are what we are actually referring to when we
employ moral terminology. For example, what makes a statement
like ’Acts of senseless cruelty are bad’ true, is that the
best moral theory specifies that the moral property of badness
supervenes on the natural class of actions which includes acts
of senseless cruelty. The predicate ’‘bad’ rigidly designates
a certain class of natural states of affairs. If I say ’‘What
she did is bad’, this statement will be true iff her action
resulted in an instantiation of that kind of natural state of
affairs. It is crucial to notice that our best moral theory is
not a part of these truth conditions; it merely plays the role
of specifying what the classes of states of affairs which
constitute the moral properties actually consist of. For any
moral statement describing a particular state of affairs, it
is still the instantiation of the requisite cluster of natural
properties which makes that moral statement true; our best
moral theory merely determines what makes that moral statement

true. Once the homeostatic cluster of natural properties that

“In Chapter Four I will argue that as a result of the very
nature of the problem they can’t satisfy this onus.
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constitutes the reference class for a moral term has been
rigidly designated, any other cluster of natural properties
will be of a different kind from the one which has already
been rigidly designated. When people use the moral term, they
are referring to that moral property, opaque as such a
reference may be to some of them. Users of moral terminology
need not have any attitude towards or detailed awareness of
our best moral theory even though it demarcates the parameters
of the reference classes corresponding to the moral
terminology they employ. A typical moral language user may
have no clearer conception of the nature of this theory than
the average speaker of English has of the theory which
demarcates the reference class of the group of related
ailments we rigidly designate by the term ’‘cancer’.

1.12: Dispositional Accounts Of Moral Properties

Before criticizing the semantic theory of The Cornell
" Moral Realists in detail, I will pause to explain why a
dispositional account of the nature of moral properties also
seems to be an implausible option for the moral realist. In a
dispositional account of moral realism "ethical facts and
properties must be understood in terms of our dispositions to
respond" .’ The problem with this kind of approach is that it
makes our dispositions to respond a crucial part of the truth
conditions for moral statements. As such, it no longer allows

our moral terms to rigidly designate particular kinds of

Brower, 1993, p.221.
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natural states of affairs. As a result, it is unable to
provide a realist construal of the meaning of moral terms.

Kripke makes some interesting comments about the nature
of heat which can be used to explain why dispositional
accounts of moral properties are problematic. In the history
of our usage of the term ’heat’, we initially identified heat
as that property of objects which is able to produce a
particular sensation in us which we can call S. We have since
discovered that this S-producing property of objects
corresponds to the rate of movement of their constituent
molecules. That is to say, we have discovered that heat is
mean molecular kinetic energy. Heat is a natural kind whose
presence we are able to detect by the sensation S that it
produces in us. Kripke notes that:

Someone can be in the same epistemic situation as he

would be if there were heat, even in the absence of heat,
simply by feeling the sensation of heat; and even in the
presence of heat, he can have the same evidence as he
would in the absence of heat simply by lacking the
sensation S. ... In the case of the identity of heat with
molecular motion the important consideration was that
although ‘heat’ is a rigid designator, the reference of
that designator was determined by an accidental property
of the referent, namely the property of producing in us

the sensation 8.

If increased mean molecular motion failed to produce sensation
S in another group of beings, we would not say that, in that
situation, mean molecular kinetic energy is not heat. Rather,

we would say that heat does not produce in them the sensation

by which we can easily detect its presence. Heat is a

S'Kripke, 1972, p.152.
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phenomenon in the actual world whose nature, once the
reference of ‘heat’ has been fixed. is determined dquite
independently of the sensations it causes and the responses it
evokes in various groups of beings. If goodness is also a
natural property, then, once its reference has been fixed, its
nature will also be determined quite independently of the
sensations it causes and the responses it evokes in various
groups of beings. Neither goodness nor heat can be defined in
terms of a certain kind of sensation which it causes or a
certain kind of response which it evokes if a causal theory of
reference is adopted. The reference class which corresponds to
the natural kind term in question must be the natural state of
affairs which has been rigidly designated by that natural kind
term. If the class of natural states of affairs A evokes the
same response in us as the class of natural states of affairs
B evokes in another group of people, and we each rigidly
designate our respective response-evoking class of states of
affairs by ’good’, then we each mean something different by
'good’. Continuity of reference cannot be established by
pointing to the similar response that each of the two classes
of states of affairs evokes in its respective group. Thus,
dispositional accounts of moral properties are not open to the
naturalistic moral realist for the same reasons that
dispositional accounts of natural properties like heat are not

open to any naturalistic realist account.
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1.13: An Initial Problem For Updated Moral Semantics

At this point, I will move on to criticize the first key
aspect of The Cornell Moral Realists’ contemporary version of
naturalistic moral realism. This is the application of the
Kripke-Putnam theory of reference to moral terminology. Before
considering direct criticisms of this new semantics for moral
terminology, we can begin by noting an important difference
between the putative natural kind good and other more
straightforward natural Xkinds. Consider the following
statement which contains the natural kind term ’‘water’:

(1*) 'This liquid is not water even though it is H%0.’
According to the Kripke-Putnam semantics, if it is the case
that water is comprised of H!0, then (1*) is necessarily
false. If one is committed to the view that water is comprised
of H’0, one is thereby committed to the view that (1%*) is
necessarily false. According to our best scientific theories,
our use of the word ’water’ rigidly designates a particular
kind of liquid which is comprised by the particular molecular
configuration which is rigidly designated by ‘H?0’. That the
word ’‘water’ has come to rigidly designate this particular
liquid is a matter of contingent fact. The word ’water’ could
have been used to rigidly designate another kind of substance.
Now that the reference of ‘water’ has been fixed, however, the
only way we can be referring to H’0 is if we are at the same
time referring to water. To refer to a liquid which is not

water is, by that very token, to refer to a liquid which is
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not H’0. (1*) is a necessary falsehood which could not have
been known to be such a priori. Thus, any scientifically
literate person who accepts the Kripke-Putnam semantics will
take (1*) to be not just false, but necessarily false.

It is significant to notice that we don’t see a parallel
position arising in the moral case. If ‘good’ really is a
natural kind term just like ‘water’, then the utilitarian
should be committed to the position that

(1) ‘this action is not good even though it is conducive
to maximizing total utility’%
is not just false, but necessarily false. According to the
Kripke-Putnem semantics, if it is the case that goodness is
constituted by maximal total utility, then (1) has to be
necessarily false. If one is committed to the view that
goodness is constituted by conduciveness to maximizing total
utility, one is thereby committed to the view that (1) is
necessarily false. According to a utilitarian version of moral
realism, our use of the word ’good’ rigidly designates those
states of affairs which are also rigidly designated by
'conducive to maximizing total utility’. Now that the
reference of ’good’ has been fixed, the only way we can be
referring to an action which is conducive to maximizing total
utility is if, at the same time, we are referring to an action

which is good. To refer to an action which is not good is, by

Zputnam, 1981, p.206.
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that very token, to refer to a action which is not conducive
to maximizing total utility. (1) is a necessary falsehood
which could not have been known to be such a priori. Thus, any
committed utilitarian has to take (1) as not just false, but
necessarily false. When people speak of actions which, say,
conform to the categorical imperative, they cannot be speaking
of actions which are good any more than a person who is
speaking of liquids which are comprised of XYZ can be held to
be speaking of water. The utilitarian moral realist must count
them as speaking of actions which are schmood, where ’schmood’
rigidly designates a class of actions which is different from
that class of actions which the utilitarian moral realist
rigidly designates by ’‘good’.

Suppose we fix the reference of a natural kind in the
actual world by describing it in terms of one or more of its
contingent, but easily identifiable properties. For example,
we might think of crows as the black birds which are often
heard to make distinctively annoying ‘caw’ sounds. Then, we
can speak of instances of that natural kind in various
possible worlds which lack the reference-fixing contingent
property or properties, but are easily identified by people in
that world through other reference-fixing contingent
properties. For example, we can imagine a possible world where
people think of crows as the black birds which are often heard
to make pleasant, harmonious chirping sounds. When we do so,

we are referring to instances of a kind in the possible world
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which is the same as the kind in the actual world whose
reference has already been fixed. In such a case, we do not
mean the same thing by the natural kind term as we do by the
description we use to fix the reference of that kind in the
actual world. Here, the natural kind term and the description
we use to fix the reference of the natural kind term are not
synonymous. As a result, it makes sense to ask whether or not
an instance of the natural kind so fixed actually satisfies
the description. For any particular crow we might imagine, it
is an open question whether or not that crow is black and is
prone to make distinctively annoying ‘caw’ sounds.

On the other hand, suppose we fix the reference of a
natural kind in the actual world by describing it in terms of
one or more of its essential properties. In this case, we
cannot speak of instances of that natural kind in various
possible worlds which happen to lack the reference-fixing
essential property or properties. If the entities in question
did not have one or more of the essential properties of that
natural kind, then they could not be instances of that kind.
The important thing to notice is that once we have discovered
that certain properties are essential properties of certain
natural kinds, certain natural kind terms become synonymous
with certain descriptions. For example, at one time (1%)
wasn’t self-contradictory, in the sense of being analytically
false, because we didn’t know that being H?0 is an essential

property of being water. But things have changed. Most people



50
are well aware that water consists of H’0. Now that we know
that being H’0 is an essential property of being water, (1%)
is self-contradictoéy. Questions concerning whether cr not an
instance of a natural kind satisfies the description used to
fix the reference of that natural kind can only be open
questions when the reference-fixing description is comprised
of contingent properties of that natural kind or essential
properties of that natural kind which are not known to be
essential. Open questions are not possible when we are
considering whether or not instances of a natural kind satisfy
descriptions which consist of known essential properties of
that kind. Thus, our knowledge of the ultimate constituents of
natural kinds has an effect on which questions we will treat
as open. My claim is that this is so in the non-moral case but
not in the moral case.

Consider the utilitarian moral realist again. If he
believes that certain actions are good in virtue of their
being conducive to total maximal utility, then surely he
believes that their being conducive to total maximal utility
is an essential rather than accidental property of such good
actions. He could understand how (1) could be an open question
for those who have not yet realized the fact that our uses of
‘good’ track the complex natural property of being conducive
to total maximal utility, but for him it would have to be
necessarily false. If he doesn’t take (1) as necessarily

false, he needs to explain why he doesn’t when he takes (1%)
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to be necessarily false. Why is he treating these two natural
kind terms differently?

1.14: Moral Twin-Earth

The difficulty that has been alluded to in the previous
section is brought out more directly by Horgan and Timmons in
a recent article entitled "New Wave Moral Realism Meets Moral
Twin Earth.%® They invite us to consider a moral version of
Putnam’s Twin-Earth thought experiment. In this version, Earth
and Moral Twin-Earth are two planets which are exactly alike
in all respects except that the functional properties which
regulate the use of moral words like ‘good’ and ‘right’ turn
out to be different on the respective planets. On Earth, the
normative theory which best captures the use of moral
predicates is a consequentialist one which we can call T°. On
Moral Twin-Earth, the normative theory which best captures the
use of wmoral predicates is a deontological one which we can
call T. The reason for this is that different sets of natural
properties occasion the use of moral predicates on each of the
two planets. By employing WRE, Earthlings could come

to discover that Earthling uses of moral terms are

causally regulated by functional properties whose essence

is captured by the consequentialist normative theory T°.

Twin-Earthlings, on the other hand, would

“Horgan and Timmons, 1990.
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discover that their own uses of moral terms are causally
regulated by functional properties whose essence is
captured by the deontological theory T¢.,™

Given this setup, what are we to make of the fact that
different functional properties which supervene upon different
homeostatic clusters of natural properties requlate the use of
the same moral words on the two planets? If the meaning of
moral terms is adequately characterized by the sophisticated
causal theory of reference endorsed by The Cornell Moral
Realists, then we should conclude that Earthlings and Moral
Twin-Earthlings simply mean different things by utterances
which contain the same moral terms in the same way that
Earthlings and Twin-Earthlings mean different things by
utterances which contain the word ’water’. In the latter case,
it doesn’t make sense to say that Earthlings and Twin-
Earthlings have a deep-seated disagreement about the nature of
‘waterness’. By the same token, it should make no sense to say
that Earthlings and Moral Twin-Earthlings have a deep-seated
disagreement about the nature of morality. Yet, there is an
intuitive pull towards characterizing the Moral Twin-Earth
scenario in this way.
Suppose that Earthlings visit Twin Earth (or vice versa),
and both groups come to realize that different natural
properties causally reqgulate their respective uses of
fgood’ , ‘right’, and other moral terms. ... recognition

of these differences ought to result in its seeming
rather silly, to members of each group, to engage in

“Horgan and Timmons, 1990, p.460.
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inter-group debate about goodness - about whether it
conforms to normative theory T or T¢.%

Since it doesn’t seem silly for members of the two planets to
engage in such a debate, we have reason to reject the
characterization of moral semantics advocated by The Cornell
Moral Realists.
1.15: Disagreements Over The Nature Of Justice

Horgan and Timmons have provided us with an important
insight here, but it is an insight that needs to be expanded
upon. The principal drawback of their account is that their
treatment of the Moral Twin-Earth scenario is entirely
negative. That is to say, while they provide grounds for
thinking that the naturalistic moral realism espoused by the
Cornell camp is not an adequate characterization of the nature
of moral language use, they do not make any headway towards
providing a positive account of what is an adequate
characterization of the nature of moral language use. In what
follows, I will explain how an analogous Moral Twin-Earth
scenario can be used to argue in favor of a noncognitivist
characterization of the nature of moral language use. Thus, I
will expand on Horgan and Timmons/ initial insight in order to
make a positive contribution to the moral realism debate. I
will begin by discussing the way that our linguistic
intuitions are affected when we consider a Moral Twin-Earth

scenario where the word ’just’ has a different meaning in each

“Horgan and Timmons, 1990, p.460.
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of the respective worlds. This will illustrate that the
contemporary moral realist faces a general problem here which
does not only apply to treating moral goodness as a natural
kind. Dissimilar linguistic intuitions will arise whenever any
moral term is juxtaposed with a straightforward natural kind
term in Twin-Earth/Moral Twin-Earth scenarios.

Imagine that, on Earth, people use the word ’‘just’ to
track the complex natural property of adhering to a Rawlsian
scheme of distributive justice. On Moral Twin-Earth, people
use the word ’just’ to track the complex natural property of
adhering to a Nozickean scheme of distributive justice. We can
further suppose that there are a pair of successful self-made
entrepreneurs, Ernie and Twin-Ernie, each of which has begun
a successful athletic shoe business on his respective planet.
We can now imagine representatives from the two worlds
discussing whether or not it would be just to implement a
policy of graduated incremental taxation which would result in
a large portion of Ernie’s and Twin-Ernie’s shoe revenues
being redistributed to those who are on the lower end of the
income distribution curve on their respective planet. As one
would expect, the representatives from Earth would maintain
that the policy is just while the representatives from Moral
Twin-Earth would maintain that the policy is clearly unjust.
If the contemporary moral realist characterization of ’just’
as a natural kind term which rigidly designates a complex

natural property is correct, then this ‘disagreement’ is no
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different in kind from the ’disagreement’ Putnam’s original
Earthlings and Twin-Earthlings would have over whether a
carafe of H0 is water or not. As one would expect, the
representatives from Earth would maintain that the carafe
contains water while the representatives from Twin-Earth would
maintain that the carafe does not contain water. Thus, there
is no basis for bona fide disagreement in either of the two
scenarios since each of the two parties means something
different by the natural kind term they are using, be it
'‘water’ or ‘just’. Yet, it does not seem plausible to
characterize the two parties in this Moral Twin-Earth scenario
as merely speaking at cross-purposes as a result of their each
using the word ’just’ to rigidly designate a different complex
natural property. Rather, it seems much more plausible to
characterize them as having a bona fide disagreement over
which of the two complex natural properties deserves to be
referred to as just. Implicit in this disagreement is the
understanding that to refer to a complex natural property as
'just’ is to confer an honorific status upon that property. It
is to maintain that the standard of appraisal which condones
the existence of that complex natural property is justified in
some sense.

We can consider a Legal Twin-Earth scenario to illustrate
this point. For the purpose of illustration, we can assume
that some form of legal positivism is essentially correct so

that a policy will be legal in a particular state whenever the
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de facto legal apparatus of that state deems such a policy to
be legal. The fact that natural law theorists would not accept
this assumption does not affect the ability of the scenario to
illustrate the point I wish to make here. Suppose that, on
Earth, the Canadian constitution is set up in such a way that
a policy of graduated incremental taxation could easily be
legally implemented. On Legal Twin-Earth, the Twin-Canadian
constitution is set up in such a way that a policy of
graduated incremental taxation could never be legally
implemented. If representatives from the two worlds disagreed
over whether or not the implementation of a policy of
graduated incremental taxation in Canada would be legally
just, it would be most natural to take them as arguing at
cross-purposes. Each of the two parties would be using the
legal system in the country he calls Canada to determine
whether or not the implementation of a policy of graduated
incremental taxation is legally just. The two parties would
each be using the version of the Canadian constitution that
exists on their own world as the standard for specifying which
policies or states of affairs are the legally just ones. Yet,
in so doing, neither of them would be taking the Canadian
legal system on their own world to be a justified standard in
the sense that the legality of the policies which the standard
condones is contingent on that standard’s being justified.
They would each be of the view that whether or not a policy is

legally just in a particular state is purely a function of the
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actual character of the legal system that is in place in that
state, regardless of whether or not that legal system is taken
to be justified in some deeper sense. Thus, there would be no
basis for disagreement between the two parties. Once they were
both made aware that each of them were using different legal
systems tc determine the legality of taxation policies, the
apparent disagreement would dissolve. This is not so in the
moral case, however. Making the two parties aware that they
were each using different normative systems to determine which
taxation policies are morally just would only serve to
intensify their disagreement.

The locus of the bona fide moral disagreement between the
two parties, then, is over which standard of distributive
justice is justified. The two parties have different responses
to this issue because they have different conceptions of the
nature of justice. This is because they have different
ultimate moral perspectives that determine which moral
standards are justified. As a result, they are unwilling to
accept alternative conceptions of justice as legitimate. This
connection of ultimate moral perspectives and justified moral
standards to what particular moral language users take to be
legitimate moral predication is the crucial difference between
Earth/Twin-Earth and Earth/Moral Twin-Earth scenarios. It
explains why significant disagreement is possible in the
latter range of scenarios but not in the former. The differing

ultimate moral perspectives held by the inhabitants of the two
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worlds explain their differing conceptions of justified moral
standards which in turn explain their differing verdicts on
which complex natural properties are to count as genuinely
just. At the surface level, the disagreement between the two
parties begins over the issue of which complex natural
property is appropriately referred to as ’'just’. At a deeper
level, this is a disagreement over which moral standards are
justified. At the deepest level, this is a disagreement over
which ultimate moral perspective it is appropriate to endorse.

Nothing like this occurs in Putnam’s original Twin-Earth
scenario, however. By stipulation, the natural property that
each of the two parties refers to in their use of the shared
natural kind term just is that natural property which happens
to occasicn their use of that term. In using the natural kind
term in the way that they do, neither of the two parties is
embracing any ultimate perspective which leads them to endorse
a standard which specifies the character of the particular
natural property which happens to occasion their use of the
natural kind term. As a result, when it is discovered that
each of the two parties means something different by the
shared natural kind term, since each of their uses of it are
occasioned by a different natural property, it becomes clear
that there is nothing 1left for the two parties to be
disagreeing about. Neither of the two parties has any deeper
commitments associated with their using that natural kind term

in the way that they do. Thus, they will have no basis for
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gualms if it turns out that some other community uses that
natural kind term differently. It is only when the two parties
have some deeper commitment about the way that a term is being
used that genuine disagreement in the context of different
uses of that term becomes a possibility. The disagreement only
becomes genuine in Moral Twin-Earth scenarios because it is
only in this range of scenarios that bcth parties have a
shared understanding of the significance of designating a
certain complex natural property by a moral term like ’just’.

What we discover, then, is that the employment of moral
terminology involves more than the simple rigid designation of
certain complex natural properties. It involves the further
understanding that the particular complex natural properties
so designated have a special status. The persons, actions, and
states of affairs which possess that property are the subjects
of negative or positive appraisal as a result of their
possessing that property. When another group rigidly
designates a particular complex natural property with their
uses of a moral term which is different from the complex
natural property that we designate with our uses of that moral
term, they are conferring a negative or positive appraisal on
a different set of persons, actions, and states of affairs
than the one we are conferring a negative or positive
appraisal upon. By our lights, that appraisal is reserved for

the persons, actions, and states of affairs which possess
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another complex natural property, namely, the one that we
rigidly designate by our uses of the moral term in question.

At this point, we can reconsider the disagreement between
Earthlings and Moral Twin-Earthlings over whether or not a
policy of graduated incremental taxation is just. According to
my noncognitivist construal of the situation, to call a state
of affairs ‘just’ is to give it a positive appraisal. It is in
some sense to express approval of that state of affairs
obtaining. To call a state of affairs ‘unjust’ is to give it
a negative appraisal. It is in some sense to express
disapproval of that state of affairs obtaining. The class of
states of affairs which Earthlings rigidly designate by the
moral term ’‘just’ includes those where a policy of graduated
incremental taxation is in force while the class of states of
affairs which Moral Twin-Earthlings rigidly designate by the
term ‘just’ does not. This is to say that the class of states
of affairs which Earthlings approve of includes those which
enforce a policy of graduated incremental taxation while the
class of states of affairs which Moral Twin-Earthlings approve
of does not. The issue between the two parties is over whether
or not the policy of graduated incremental taxation belongs in
the class of approved states of affairs. It is a debate over
which states of affairs ought to be counted as just, and,
thus, be approved of, and which shouldn’t.

The strategy employed in the preceding discussion can be

characterized as a straightforward reductio. We begin by
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provisionally assuming that The Cornell Moral Realists are
correct in treating moral terms as simply another variety of
natural kind terms. If this assumption is correct, then we
should expect that moral terms will affect our linguistic
intuitions in the same way that other natural kind terms do
when we compare the occurrences of moral and straightforward
natural kind terms in parallel scenarios. If the usage of
moral terms in these scenarios does not affect our linguistic
intuitions in the same way that the usage of straightforward
natural kind terms does, then we have grounds for claiming
that moral terms are not simply another variety of natural
kind terms. The fact that our 1linguistic intuitions are
affected differently by the usage of moral terms and the usage
of straightforward natural kind terms in these parallel
scenarios is a problem for the contemporary moral realist. It
is incumbent upon her to be able to explain why our linguistic
intuitions are affected differently by moral terms and
straightforward natural kind terms if moral terms are really
just another variety of natural kind terms. If she can’t do
this, then, by reductio, we are entitled to conclude that
moral terms are not a variety of natural kind terms. Thus, the
moral semantics adduced by contemporary moral realists is
mistaken and should be rejected. In this way, an updated
version of the Open Question Argument can be posed against
contemporary moral realists. The problem for the contemporary

moral realist is essentially the same as the one posed by
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Moore. If naturalistic definitions of moral terms like ’good’
or ’‘just’ are accepted, then the possibility of legitimate
moral debate is curtailed in advance. We are forced to the
anti-intuitive conclusion that if people use terms like ’good’
or ‘just’ to refer to different complex natural properties
than we do, then they simply mean something different by these
terms than we do, with the result that there is no basis for
disagreement. Only a noncognitivist construal of the nature of
moral language can account for the possibility of this kind of
disagreement. Thus, we have a new argument in favor of
noncognitivism,
1.16: Potential Problems With Moral Twin-Earth
There are at least two potential problem areas to be
considered in assessing the plausibility of using Moral Twin-
Earth scenarios as a means of arguing in favor of
noncognitivism. The first potential problem is that Putnam’s
original Twin-Earth scenario may not be genuinely
intelligible. It might be the case that it is not possible for
two substances with different microstructures to be completely
identical in all of their detectable surface characteristics.
A difference in the microstructures of the two substances
would have to manifest itself in some detectable way. If this
is so, then Putnam has made an illegitimate move at the outset
of his discussion when he says: "I shall suppose that XYZ is

indistinguishable from water at normal temperatures and
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pressures".® He has supposed that a certain scenario is
intelligible when in fact it is not. Since the argument for
noncognitivism functions by contrasting our linguistic
intuitions concerning Twin-Earth scenarios with our linguistic
intuitions concerning Moral Twin-Earth scenarios, it -
presupposes that these scenarios are intelligible. As a
result, the argument falls into trouble if it turns out that
these scenarios are not intelligible. Unfortunately,
discussion of the intelligibility of Putnam’s original Twin-
Earth scenario is an issue which would send this particular
dissertation too far afield. Fortunately, it is not necessary
to engage in this kind of discussion. If one is unwilling to
accept the intelligibility of the Twin-Earth and Moral Twin-
Earth scenarios, essentially the same argument in favor of a
noncognitivist characterization of the nature of moral
language use can be formulated in terms of a variation of
Tyler Burge’s discussion of beliefs about arthritis which
occur in different linguistic communities. In his discussion,
Burge contrasts two worlds which are identical in their
physical constitutions and differ only in their 1linguistic
practices. Thns, potential intelligibility problems do not
arise in this alternative characterization. Like Putnam, he
begins by considering a counterfactual situation which can be
described in terms of a pair of scenarios. In the first

scenario, a patient we can call Brian has an inflammatory pain

putnam, 1973, p.309.
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in his thigh which causes him to believe that he has arthritis
in his thigh. One of the reasons Brian has come to hold this
belief is that he lacks expertise in medical matters. He
operates with the typical layperson’s understanding of medical
terminology. He has been previously diagnosed with arthritis
in his knee, and since the pain in his thigh feels similar to
the pain in his knee, it seems only natural to him to conclude
that the pain in his thigh is also due to arthritis. Upon
consulting a physician, however, he discovers that this must
be a false belief since, by definition, ‘arthritis’ can only
be an ailment which affects the joints. According to Burge,
the fact that Brian has an incomplete grasp of the meaning of
rarthritis’ plays an important role in determining the content
of those of his mental states which pertain to arthritis.
In an ordinary sense, the noun phrases that embed
sentential expressions in mentalistic idioms provide the
content of the mental state or event. We shall call that-
clauses and their grammatical variants "content clauses".
... When an expression like ‘water’ [or ‘arthritis’]
functions in a content clause so that it is not freely
exchangeable with all extensionally equivalent
expressions, we shall say that it has an oblique
occurrence. ... [O]bliguely occurring expressions in
content clauses are a primary means of identifying a
person’s intentional mental states or events.¥

When people have a vague or incomplete understanding of a

particular expression, they are often unaware of which other

expressions are extensionally equivalent to that expression.

We characterize the mental states "whose content involves a

'Burge, 1979, pp.,74,76.
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notion that the subject incompletely understands"® by using
oblique occurrences of that expression to refer to the content
of that mental state. Given Brian’s incomplete understanding
of the nature of arthritis, sentential characterizations of
his mental states pertaining to arthritis will contain oblique
occurrences of ’‘arthritis’.

In the second scenario Brian* also has an identical
inflammatory pain in his thigh which also causes him to
believe that he has arthritis in his thigh. He is no expert in
medical matters, either, and operates with the same
layperson’s understanding of moral terminology as Brian does.
He believes that he has arthritis in his knee for the same
reason as Brian. He was also previously diagnosed with
arthritis in his knee, and since the pain in his thigh feels
similar to the pain in his knee, it also seems natural to him
to conclude that the pain in his thigh is due to arthritis.
When he consults a physician, however, he discovers that this
is a true belief since ‘arthritis’ refers to any painful
inflammatory ailment, regardless of its location.

How can Brian and Brian* have identical physical ailments
and be in identical brain states, if one of them has a true
belief about that ailment and one of them has a false belief
about it? The explanation is that although Brian and Brian%*
are in identical brain states, they each have different

beliefs about their identical physical ailments as a result of

¥Burge, 1979, p.79.



66
their being in different linguistic communities. Each of them
believes that his token of their identical ailment is an
instance of the natural kind which is rigidly designated by
’arthritis’ in his own community. In each of the two
communities, ‘arthritis’ rigidly designates a different
natural kind. So, they have different beliefs. Since they have
different beliefs about their identical ailments, it is
possible for orne of these beliefs to be true while the other
one is false. According To Burge:

The upshot of these reflections is that the patient’s
mental contents differ while his entire physical and non-
intentional mental histories, considered in isolation
from their social context remain the same. ... The
differences seem to stem from differences "outside" the
patient considered as an isolated physical organisnm,
causal mechanism or seat of consciousness. The difference
in his mental contents is attributable to differences in
his social environment.¥
We can now consider an alternative pair of scenarios. In
the first scenario, we have Jeremy B, a man who will not
hesitate to transgress the dictates of the categorical
imperative whenever this will result in an increase in net
global utility. He believes that this behavioral propensity is
good. Upon being confronted by the moral experts in his
Kantian community, however, he discovers that this is a false
belief. They point out to him that a number of his habits are
morally unacceptable. He accepts their authoritative

declarations on these matters without question since he

doesn’t have any elaborate criteria for determining the

Burge, 1979, p.79.



67
extension of ‘good’ anyway. He just generally tries to act in
ways that will make the most people happy. It would be news to
him to discover that his behavioral propensity is conducive to
maximizing global utility. It would also be news to him that
his behavioral propensity transgresses the dictates of the
categorical imperative. Being a simple sort, he hasn’t really
though: about goodness in such terms. Jeremy B is ready to
admit that good is a notion that he does not completely
understand. Whatever intentional attitudes he has about
goodness, they certainly have to be sententially characterized
by oblique occurrences of the word ’‘good’.

In the second scenario, Jeremy B* also has the same
behavioral propensity and also believes that this propensity
is good. Like Jeremy B, he only has an incomplete
understanding of the notion of guodness which can only be
properly characterized in oblique terms. He consults the moral
experts in his utilitarian community but, unlike Jeremy B, is
assured that his belief about this behavioral propensity is
true. If ’good’ is a natural kind term, then, as in Burge’s
original characterization, we are led to the conclusion that
Jeremy B and Jeremy B* have different beliefs about their
identical behavioral propensities as a result of their being
in different linguistic communities. Each of them believes
that his particular manifestation of their identical
behavioral propensity is an instance of the natural kind which

is rigidly designated by ’good’ in his own community. In each
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of the two communities, ’good’ rigidly designates a different
natural kind. So, they have different beliefs. Since they have
different beliefs about their identical behavioral
propensities, it is possible for one of these beliefs to be
true while the other one is false. This is the only way to
account for the fact that Jeremy B*’s belief is true while
Jeremy B’s belief is false.

Yet, this conclusion does not seem to be warranted in the
moral case. The problem with this Burgean scenario, as with
the Moral Twin-Earth scenarios, is that it is not possible for
Jeremy B to dissent from the moral proclamations of his
society. It is not an open question whether or not the
characterization of goodness endorsed by the authoritative
canons of reasoning accepted by the community is itself good.
It has to be good because that is what ’good’ means in that
community. If we treat a term like ‘good’ as a straightforward
natural kind term, the possibility for legitimate moral
disagreement has been curtailed in advance. This makes the
project of providing a naturalistic definition of good
implausible. This is the same difficulty Moore had with
attempts to provide a naturalistic definition of ’good’ in his
day. It does not matter whether we take the proposed natural
definiens to count as the sense or the reference of the
definiendum ’‘good’. The moral theorists of Moore’s day
attempted to provide a naturalistic characterization of the

sense of '’good’. The contemporary moral realists have
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attempted to provide a naturalistic characterization of the
reference of ‘good’. The same problem arises in both cases.
The possibility of legitimate moral disagreement is curtailed
in advance.

Simple as his moral perspective may be, it certainly
seems intelligible for Jeremy B to have a significant moral
disagreement with the pronouncements of the moral) experts of
his society. It certainly seems intelligible for him to
question whether or not the authoritative characterization of
goodness accepted by the community is indeed good. They
cannot, like Brian’s doctor in Burge’s original scenario,
reply that his dissent is nonsensical since it merely betrays
his unfamiliarity with the standard usage of the term in
question. They will have to provide some argument for the
propriety of the standard usage of the term and the
impropriety of his deviant usage of the term. In Burge’s
original scenario, which focuses on the term ‘arthritis’, the
doctor merely has to point out that the term is used in a
particular way; he does not have to furnish an additional
justificatory story for the appropriateness of that usage.
This is the crucial difference between the two cases. The
simplest explanation of this difference seems to be that
rgood’ does not really function as a natural kind term, as the
contemporary moral realists have supposed.

The mere fact that Jeremy B’s community typically applies

the word ’good’ to a different complex natural property from
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the one that Jeremy B*’s community typically applies the word
‘good’ to is not enough to show that they are in different
intentional states when they claim that their identical
behavioral propensity is good. This is because it does not
seem accurate to characterize each of them as believing that
his particular manifestation of their identical behavioral
propensity is an instance of the natural kind which is rigidly
designated by ’‘good’ in his own community. It does not seenm
plausible that the mere fact that Jeremy B is in a different
linguistic community than Jeremy B* makes his belief that his
token of their identical behavioral propensity is good false,
and also makes Jeremy B*’s belief that his token of their
identical behavioral propensity is good true. What we mean by
our predications involving a moral term does not depend on the
way that the rest of the community happens to make
predications involving that moral term in the same way that
what we mean by our predications involving a straightforward
natural kind term depends on the way that the rest of the
community happens to make predications involving that natural
kind term. But, if the intentional states that Jeremy B and
Jeremy B* are in are properly characterized as cognitive, then
they have to be characterized as different cognitive states.
This gives us a reason to suppose that the intentional states
they are in are not cognitive ones. Thus, it gives us a reason
for supposing that moral terms are not simply a variety of

natural kind terms. In this way, a variation of Burge’s
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discussion of the natural kind term ’arthritis’ can be used to
make the same point as the Moral Twin-Earth scenario without
encountering potential intelligibility problems.

The second potential problem with using Moral Twin-Earth
scenarios as a means of arguing in favor of noncognitivism is
that there is an important difference between Putnam’s
original Twin-Earth scenario and Moral Twin-Earth scenarios.
This difference might make it the case that the semantic
insights which are illustrated in the former dec not hold in
the latter. The difference in question is this. In the actual
world, we do rigidly designate the substance H?0 by the word
'water’ in a univocal fashion. On the other hand, it is not
immediately clear that we univocally designate particular
classes of natural states of affairs by the word ’just’ or
’good’ in the actual world. Horgan and Timmons acknowledge
this in a footnote where they say:

Indeed, we doubt that there is any single characteristic

temperament - any single profile of sentiments =~ that

operates, for Earthlings generally, in matters of morals.

But for present purposes one can suppose there is. This

supposition fits naturally with the optimistic (though

implausible) empirical assumption, which we are already
granting for argument’s sake, that there is some single
set of natural properties that causally regulate the use
of moral terms by Earthlings generally.®

It seems to me that this difference is not problematic for two

reasons. First, if the characterization of moral language use

proposed by The Cornell Moral Realists is correct, then

“Horgan and Timmons, 1990, ftn.12, p.465.
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certain classes of natural states of affairs are rigidly
designated by terms like ’‘good’ and ’‘just’. Thus, it will be
legitimate to test our 1linguistic intuitions by comparing
plausible characterizations of our putative actual uses of the
words ‘good’ or ‘just’ with alternative uses of these words on
Moral Twin-Earth. Secondly, even if we don’t univocally
designate particular classes of natural states of affairs with
our moral vocabulary, this difference does not affect the
ability of the Moral Twin-Earth scenario to illustrate the
point that there seems to be a fundamental difference between
the way that we use moral terms and the way that we use
straightforward natural kind terms. This is all that I am
interested in demonstrating at this point. In order to
facilitate this, we can suppose, for the sake of argument,
that we do univocally designate particular classes of natural

states of affairs with our moral vocabulary.



CHAPTER TWO: THE ARGUMENT FROM INTERNALISM

2.1: Introduction

Having presented a preliminary argument in favor of an
updated version of noncognitivism in the previous chapter, I
will begin this chapter by fleshing out the nature of this
updated version of noncognitivism more fully. I will then go
on to explain how this updated version of noncognitivism is
able to deal with one of the two principal theoretical
criticism of traditional versions of noncognitivism. This is
the amoralist argument. There is an important theoretical
connection between the amoralist argument and the doctrine of
internalism. In the last few years, those interested in
metaethical issues have engaged in a fair amount of discussion
over the intricacies of internalism. Much of this new
discussion is related to the strong anti-internalist position
espoused by David Brink. Brink claims that since internalism
is incorrect, the only plausible metaethical stance is
externalist moral realism. His basis for maintaining that
internalism 1is incorrect centers on the claim that the
amoralist is conceivable. Briefly, the argument runs as
follows. Noncognitivists are theoretically committed to
endorsing the doctrine of internalism. The doctrine of
internalism requires that the amoralist is inconceivable.
Since the amoralist is conceivable, internalism must be false.

Thus, noncognitivism is implausible. These are the grounds

73
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upon which Brink maintains that all forms of noncognitivism
are implausible. I will argue that Brink’s treatment of this
issue is erroneous because it is too narrow in its scope. As
a result, his amoralist argument against the plausibility of
internalism is not convincing. It does not show that all forms
of noncognitivism are incorrect. In particular, it does not
show that the version of noncognitivism I am espousing is
incorrect. At best it only shows that traditional forms of
noncognitivism are theoretically problematic. Thus, the
dissertation will take a decidedly defensive tack at this
point. Having presented an argument in favor of a particular
noncognitivist construal of the nature of moral language use
in the previous chapter, in this chapter I shall concentrate
on attempting to defend this version of noncognitivism by
explaining how it is immune to one of the two standard
criticisms of traditional noncognitivism.

2.2: A Three-Level Version Of Noncognitivism

I will start out by emphasizing that I am especially
interested in defending the particular version of
noncognitivism that I am espousing rather than attempting to
provide a generic defense of all versions of noncognitivism.
The version I am espousing has three levels. At the highest
level, we have noncognitive first-order moral statements
(FOMS) such as ’Stealing is bad’. A statement like this is
used by members of linguistic communities to express

disapproval of that class of actions which their lingquistic
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community refers to by the word ’stealing’. These statements
are most appropriately regarded as noncognitive for the
reasons discussed in the previous chapter. Only a noncognitive
construal of FOMS allows us to regard a disagreement over the
way that a particular FOMS is used as a substantial
disagreement rather than a mere instance of speaking at cross-
purposes. At the next level, we have cognitive second-order
moral statements (SOMS) such as ’Stealing is bad is
defensible’. These statements correspond to the intentional
states that are presupposed in the sincere utterance of the
corresponding FOMS. At the lowest level, we have the ultimate
moral perspectives (UMPs) which are embraced by individual
users of moral language. An UMP is a pervasive, largely
coherent set of noncognitive propensities to react favorably
toward certain types of persons, actions, and states of
affairs and unfavorably toward others. As an individual goes
through life, this set of noncognitive propensities often
changes. As a result, so does the precise character of the UMP
she embraces. Since societal influences play a significant
role in determining the nature of the UMPs that individuals
come to internalize, it should come as no surprise that
members of the same community often have largely overlapping
UMPs. UMPs overlap to the extent that they attribute the same
defensibility status to partf.icular FOMS. This overlapping
factor allows for the possibility of a significant amount of

shared moral ground between individuals embracing different
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UMPs. Shared moral ground obtains whenever embracers of
different UMPs agree on particular moral issues. For example,
if Myron, who embraces UMP,, and Selma, who embraces UMP,, both
agreed that the FOMS ’Pre-marital sex is wrong’ is defensible,
then they would have shared moral ground on the issue of pre-
marital sex. If their whole society agreed with them, then
their whole society would have shared moral ground on that
issue. If Myron and Selma agreed on almost every moral issue,
they would have a large amount of shared moral ground. Their
UMPs would almost completely overlap. In this kind of
situation, it would make sense to loosely claim that they
embraced the same UMP. If their whole society agreed on almost
every moral issue, it would make sense to loosely claim that
the whole society embraced the same UMP.

Within an UMP, whether a particular FOMS is defensible or
not is a factual issue. Thus, it is intelligible to speak of
the corresponding SOMS as being true or false within that UMP.
What makes the SOMS true, within that UMP, is the fact that
the embracer of that UMP 1is predisposed to endorse the
corresponding FOMS. Since she is prepared to endorse the FOMS,
by her lights, that FOMS is defensible. Since this constitutes
the truth condition for the SOMS within that UMP, the SOMS is
true within that UMP. It is also intelligible to speak of a
SOMS heing true or false within a particular area of shared
moral ground. What makes the SOMS true, within that area of

shared moral ground, is the fact that the embracers of the
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UMPs that occupy that area of shared moral ground are all
predisposed to endorse the corresponding FOMS. Since they are
prepared to endorse the FOMS, by their lights, that FOMS is
defensible. Since this constitutes the truth condition for the
SOMS within that area of shared moral ground, the SOMS is true
within that area of shared moral ground. As mentioned earlier,
when the area of shared moral ground common to a group of
individuals becomes pervasive enough, it makes sense to
loosely claim that the group embraces the same UMP.

Using this scheme, we can characterize moral language use
in the following manner. A FOMS is a linguistic device used by
members of various linguistic communities to express their
approval or disapproval of various actions, persons, and
states of affairs. In expressing such approval or disapproval,
a speaker 1is often making an implicit behavioral demand on
others. When he makes this demand, he intends to be taken
seriously by the hearers of his FOMS. He expects others to
acknowledge that the behavioral demand is defensible. In other
words, he expects them to admit that the corresponding SOMS is
true. In order to reject this cognitive claim about the FOMS,
it is necessary to reject all UMPs that occupy the area of
shared moral ground within which the corresponding SOMS is
true. Most importantly, it is necessary to reject the UMP
embraced by the speaker. As a result of the potentially
differing character of the individual UMPs embraced by various

participants in moral discourse, FOMS are ’‘essentially
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contestable’ utterances. There are three possibilities to
consider here. First, in a common range of cases, the FOMS one
utters is immediately recognized by its hearer to be
defensible within the UMP she embraces. In such cases there is
no moral disagreement. There is moral consensus. The FOMS is
immediately accepted by its hearer as constituting a
defensible behavioral demand. In a second range of cases, the
FOMS one utters is not immediately recognized by its hearer to
be defensible within the UMP he embraces even though it is. In
such cases, there 1is a potentially resolvable moral
disagreement. By appealing to certain intuitions which reflect
the pervasive, largely coherent set of noncognitive
propensities to react favorably toward certain types of
persons, actions, and states of affairs and unfavorably toward
others which is constitutive of the UMP of the hearer, it is
possible tc demonstrate that a FOMS is defensible within an
UMP even though its embracer did not immediately recognize
this to be so. In a third range of cases, however, the FOMS
one utters is not recognized by its hearer to bhe defensible
within the UMP she embraces because it is not, in fact,
defensible within that UMP. In such cases, the moral
disagreement involved is irresolvable. Since the UMPs embraced
by the two parties are so fundamentally different, with
respect to the defensibility status of the FOMS in question,
there are no intuitions or facts about the world that either

of the two parties can appeal to in order to resolve the
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disagreement over the defensibility status of that FOMS. Such
disagreements can occur between individuals possessing
fundamentally different UMPs or between groups of individuals
possessing fundamentally different areas of shared moral
ground concerning the defensibility status of the FOMS in
question. These disagreements cannot even be resolved in
principle because the shared moral ground which is lacking is
a necessary condition for arriving at a consensus on the
defensibility status of the FOMS. This kind of disagreement
cannot be resolved through linguistic innovation because its
root is fundamentally non-linguistic. The two parties have
fundamentally irreconcilable sets of noncognitive propensities
which cause their differing moral reactions.

2.3: Two Distinctions Pertaining To Internalism

Having provided a preliminary sketch of the version of
noncognitivism I am espousing, I will now set out David
Brink’s complex defense of externalism which culminates in an
appeal to the amoralist argument. This discussion has become
one of the standard accounts on this subject. Several
contemporary authors recommend Brink’s comprehensive
discussion to the reader in their treatment of this issue.'
His account centers on two principal distinctions which allow
us to consider several different varieties of internalism. The

first distinction concerns the nature of the effect that moral

IGoldsworthy, 1992, p.40, ftn.1.
Campbell, 1993, p.315, ftn.l1.
Little, 1994a, p.151, ftn.4.
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considerations have upon agents. There are two possibilities
here. One way that a moral consideration can affect an agent
ig by causing him to have some motivation to act in accordance
with it. Another way is by providing him with a reason to act
in accordance with it. The kind of reason intended here is a
good or justificatory reason. These are reasons which would be
endorsed by fully rational agents.

The second main distinction concerns the perspective from
which the relation between moral considerations and reasons or
motives is considered. There are three possibilities here.
'Agent Internalism’ considers the matter from an objective
perspective. According to agent internalism "it is in virtue
of the concept of morality that moral obligations motivate or
provide reason for the agent to do the right thing." Part of
having an obligation to do x is having a reason or motive to
do x. ‘Appraiser Internalism’ considers the matter from a
subjective perspective. According to appraiser internalism "it
is in virtue of the cencept of morality that moral belief or
moral judgement provides the appraiser with motive or reason
for action." Part of believing that you have an obligation to
do x is having a reason or motive to do x. 'Hybrid
Internalism’ combines the two previous forms. According to
hybrid internalism "it is a conceptual truth about morality
that the recognition of a moral obligation motivates or

provides the agent with reason for action."? Part of

Brink, 1989, pp.40,41.
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recognizing (having and believing that you have) an obligation
is having a reason or motive to do x.

By combining every possible combination of these two
distinctions, Brink’s scheme allows for six different types of
internalism. Keeping this background in mind, we can focus on
the task of characterizing the precise variety of internalism
that the version of noncognitivism I am espousing is
essentially committed to. We can begin by considering the
nature of the effect that moral considerations have upon
agents. According to my scheme, the sincere endorsement of a
OMS is conceptually tied both to having a reason to comply
with its dictates as well as having some motivation to comply
with its dictates. It is conceptually tied to having a reason
to comply with its dictates since the endorsement of the FOMS
presupposes the truth of the SOMS which claims that the FOMS
is defensible. To admit that a behavioral demand is defensible
is to admit that we have some reason to comply with it. If we
had no reason to comply with it, then, by that very token, it
wouldn’t be defensible. It is conceptually tied to being
motivated to comply with its dictates since the sincere
endorsement of a FOMS presupposes the embracing of an UMP
which holds that FOMS to be defensible. We have a standing
notivation to act in accordance with the set of noncognitive
evaluative propensities that form an integral part of our

personality. We are naturally motivated to act in ways that we
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find intuitively appealing and to avoid acting in ways that we
find intuitively repulsive.

Brink claims that the two ways moral obligations can
affect agents have often bheen conflated in the literature.
According to my characterization of moral language use, this
’‘conflation’ is not a matter of confusion or theoretical
carelessness. Rather, it is a reflection of the complex nature
of the intentional state involved in assenting to a moral
obligation. A person can only take herself to have a moral
obligation to do x if she takes herself to embrace an UMP
where it is defensible to hold that she has a moral obl.gyation
to do x. In such instances she will both have some motivation
to do x, and take herself to have a reason to do x. Thus, the
two possibilities are simply different sides of the same coin.

At this point, someone might object that a person could
be mistaken about herself when she takes herself to have an
obligation to do x. For example, a young woman might have been
browbeaten into thinking that she had a moral obligation to
abstain from alcohol, when she did not, in fact, embrace an
UMP where it is defensible to hold that it is wrong to drink
alcohol. Later, she might partake of alcchol and experience no
guilt or regret for having done so. At this point, she would
realize that she no longer takes herself to have a moral
obligation to abstain from alcohol. She did take herself to
have this obligation at one time, however. Doesn’t this show

that it is false that a person can only take herself to have
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a moral obligation to do x if she embraces an UMP where it is
defensible to hold that she has a moral obligation to do x? It
seems to me that it does not for the following reascn. When
she was temporarily browbeaten into thinking that she had a
moral obligation to abstain from alcohol, she was browbeaten
into temporarily embracing an UMP which she never came to
truly embrace. If she had come to truly embrace that UMP, she
would have experienced guilt or regret when she later consumed
alcohol. Her temporary acceptance of the moral obligation to
abstain from alcochol was contingent on her temporary
acceptance of an UMP which was not consonant with her more
permanent personality traits. When she later found herself
partaking of alcohol without any characteristic feelings of
guilt or regret, it became evident that she never really
internalized the UMP that she was browbeaten into temporarily
embracing. At this point, she no longer accepted that she had
a moral obligation to abstain from alcohol because she no
longer embraced the UMP she was browbeaten into temporarily
embracing. Thus, the moral obligations she took herself to
have were always a function of the UMP she presently embraced.
We can now consider whether the version of noncognitivism

I espouse is committed to agent, appraiser, or hybrid
internalism concerning the relation between having a moral
obligation and having a reason or motive to act accordingly.
Each possibility will be considered in turn. First, my version

of noncognitivism is committed to a limited sort of agent
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internalism. If, within a particular area of shared moral
ground, it is defensible to claim that x has an obligation to
do y, then, within that area of shared moral ground, x has a
reason to do y. Outside of that shared moral ground, whether
or not x has a reason to do y is indeterminate. A parallel
situation holds in the case of motivation. If the UMP that x
holds is within that range of UMPs where it is defensible to
claim that x has an obligaticn to do y, x will have some
motivation to do y. Second, it is committed to appraiser
internalism. If x can sincerely assent to her having an
obligation to dc y, then she is of the view that it is
defensible to claim that x has an obligation to do y. This
requires that the UMP she presently embraces is within that
range of UMP where it is defensible to hold that x has an
obligation to do y. It also requires that she take the
corresponding SOMS to be true. Thus, for the reasons mentioned
in the previous paragraph, if x sincerely assents to having an
obligation to do y, x will have some motivation as well as
take herself to have some reason to do y. The third
alternative, hybrid internalism, presents an odd situation,
since, according to the version of noncognitivism I am
espousing, one can only ’‘recognize’ an obligation in the sense
of recognizing that the behavioral demand corresponding to
that obligation is defensible within a certain range of UMPs.
For x to ‘recognize’ that he has a moral obligation to do y is

simply for him to manifest the fact that the UMP he embraces
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is within that range of UMPs where the behavioral demand
corresponding to the obligation is defensikle. In such a case,
he will have some motivation to do y and see himself as having
some reason to do y, again, for the reasons mentioned in the
previous paragraph. Whether she does indeed have a reason to
do y, 1is not a matter which obtains independently of
particular UMPs.
2.4: Brink’s Three-Step Characterization Of Internalism
Having made clear the manner in which the version of
noncognitivism I am espousing corresponds to Brink’s initial
two distinctions, we can go on to consider Brink’s positive
characterization of internalism. He describes internalism as
the endorsement of the following three claims:
(1) Moral considerations necessarily motivate or provide
reason for action. ...
(2) Since it is the concept of morality that shows that
moral considerations necessarily motivate or provide
reasons for action, this claim about the motivational
power or rationality of morality must be a priori. ...
(3) Since it is the concept of morality that determines
this fact, the rationality or motivational power of moral
considerations cannot depend on substantive
considerations such as what the content of morality turns
out to be, facts about agents or the content of the
correct theory of rationality. ...

Externalism is the denial of internalism;
externalism claims that the motivational force and
rationality of moral considerations depends on factors
external to the moral considerations themselves.?

As readers familiar with Brink’s discussion of these issues
will immediately recognize, the most important theoretical

upshot of the preceding discussion, by far, is the clear

Brink, 1989, p.42.
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admission that my characterization of noncognitivism is
committed to the claim that moral considerations necessarily
motivate or provide reasons for action since there is a
conceptual connection between the making of a sincere moral
attribution and being motivated or taking oneself to have a
reason to act in accordance with the dictates of that moral
attribution. Having made this bold admission, I will now
sketch the details of the standard theoretical debate which
eventually comes to center around the putative implications of
this conceptual connection and the necessary connectiocon that
accompanies it.

2.5: Internalism, Noncognitivism, And The Amoralist

on the face of it, realism vs. noncognitivism and
internalism vs. externalism seem to be entirely distinct
debates. One is concerned with issues in the philosophy of
language while the other is concerned with issues in action
theory. The position one takes on the first issue does not
seem to be related to the position one might take on the
second issue. Many people have not seen things in this way,
however. They believe that there is an important connection
between these two debates. As David Solomon notes:

For many philosophers, the central issue that determines

the plausibility of moral realism is the gquestion of

whether internalism is true. They are driven to this view

because they hold that the most powerful argument against
realism presupposes the truth of internalism.’

‘solomon, 1987, p.382.
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If one adopts an internalist position, according to this
school, moral realism must be abandoned. Inspired by John
Mackie, this argument against moral realism can be
characterized as follows:
(1) Internalism is true.
(2) So, if moral realism is true, it must be internalist moral
realism.
(3) But, if internalist moral realism is true, then ’queer’
moral properties which have mysterious intrinsic motivating
powers must exist.
(4) Such properties do not exist.
(5) So internalist moral realism isn’t true.
(6) So, moral realism isn’t true.
There are two possible responses moral realists can make
against this kind of argument. One is to concentrate on (3)
and (4) by arguing for a viable form of internalist moral
realism. People like John McDowell’, David McNaughton®, and
David Wiggins’ attempt to describe our moral experience in
such a way that the existence of such properties becomes
plausible. If their attempt is convincing, then (4) becomes
false and the argument is rendered harmless.

The second and more common response to this argument by

moral realists is to deny (1). If (1) can be shown to be

’McDowell, 1985, pp. 166~180.
SMcNaughton, 1988.

"Wiggins, 1987, pp. 127-165.
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false, then the argument is also rendered harmless. This
second strategy typically embodies an offensive element as
well. The realists offer the following additional argument:
(1) Noncognitivism is necessarily committed to an internalist
position.

(2) Internalism is false.

(3) So, noncognitivism is false.

Brink describes the rationale for (1) as follows:
[T]raditional noncognitivists ... must be (appraiser)
internalists (about motives). Whatever the differences
between emotivism and prescriptivism, both claim that it
is an essential part of the meaning of moral judgements
to express the appraiser’s attitudes or commitments. On
both forms of noncognitivism, therefore, it is part of
the meaning of moral judgements, and thus a conceptual
truth, that the appraiser holds a pro-attitude to things
judged moral and a negative attitude to things judged
immoral. This builds motivation into the concept of a
moral judgment or belief and so commits noncognitivism to
internalism about motives.®
As a result of this theoretical background, the question

of whether or not internalism is true has come to occupy an

important place in the debate between moral realists and
noncognitivists. If internalism is true, moral realism must be
abandoned. If internalism is false, however, noncognitivism
must be abandoned.

The crucial realist argument against the plausibility of
internalism consists in the presentation of a very simple

counterexample: the amoralist. "The amoralist is someone who

recognizes the existence of moral considerations and remains

!Brink, 1989, pp.83,84.



89
unmoved."’ If the amoralist is possible, then internalism is
false. Thus, noncognitivism must be false. On the othexr hand,
if the amoralist counterexample can be dealt with, the
principal realist argument against internalism will have been
defused. Thus, moral realism will fall prey to the Mackie-
style argument. In this way, fairly large issues in moral
{..eory have come to hinge upon what might initially appear to
be a rather trivial point: whether or not the amoralist is
conceivable.

2.6: The ‘0Oh Yeah?’ Debate

As in any other philosophical dispute, there are two
possible responses that the noncognitivist can make when he is
presented with the claim that the amoralist is conceivable.
These are ‘Oh Yeah?’ and ‘So What?’. The traditional
response by noncognitivists has been of the ‘Oh yeah?’
variety. That is to say, traditional noncognitivists have
accepted the claim that the conceivability of the amoralist
would pose a significant difficulty for the plausibility of
noncognitivism arnd, as a result, have centered their efforts
on attempting to establish that a genuine amoralist is not
really conceivable. The most common response to the amoralist

counterexample by such noncognitivists is to reply that the

Brink, 1989, p.46.

UThis terminology comes from Nicholas Sturgeon. In a footnote,
he tells us that he got it "From a tradition among Cornell graduate
students. I learned of it from Brian Penrose, whom I discovered
analysing my lectures in these terms for undergraduates." Sturgeon,
1986, p.136.
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putative amoralist is not making a genuine moral judgement
when she ’'reccgnizes’ the existence of a moral consideration.
Rather, she is simply reporting that the consideration in
question is taken to be a moral consideration by the community
which she finds herself a part of. As a detached spectator,
she can accurately report on which considerations are morally
endorsed by the community without morally endorsing such
considerations herself. She is using the word ’moral’ in an
’inverted commas’ sense here. In the words of R. M. Hare, "we
are, in this use, not making value judgements ourselves, but
alluding to the value judgements of other people."!! The
amoralist can accept that she has a moral obligation in this
detached sense, but this is not the same as making the genuine
moral judgement that she has a moral o ligation. Since she is
not making a geruine moral judgement, this counterexample does
not constitute a refutation of internalism. Thus, traditional
noncognitivists have attempted to deal with the amoralist
argument by refusing to accept the terms in which it is
presented.

The typical response to this tactic by the moral realist
is that the noncognitivist is simply begging the question.
According to Brink:

It is simply unclear why we should assume that the person

who professes indifference to what she insists are moral

requirements is confusedly using moral language in

inverted commas... We can imagine someone who regards
what we take to be moral demands as moral demands - and

"Hare, 1952, p.124.
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not simply as conventional moral demands and yet remains
unmoved. 2

It is open to the nencognitivist to respond in kind, however.

As David Solomon points out:

The notion of an amoralist is theory-laden. ... The
conceivability of the amoralist cannot be used as a fixed
point prior to ethical theory that can be used to justify
moves within ethical theory. It is too heavily laden with
theory itself to play such a role. That is why the device
of pointing to the conceivability of the amoralist has
about it a question-begging air. From the standpoint of
ethical theory the conceivability of the amoralist is the
problem; it cannot be part of the solution.®

According to Jeffrey Goldsworthy:

The question is which description of the phencmenon is

correct, the externalists’ or the internalists’. This

question cannot be settled just by considering the
phenomenon itself. Brink’s proposed thought experiment
does not advance the dekace. The result is a standoff,
externalists asserting that their description of the
phenomenon is correct, and the internalists that theirs
is. In purporting to ‘imagine’ genuine amoralism Brink is
relying on the very conceptual intuitions whose veracity
the internalists deny."

Is there any way of resoclving the ’0Oh Yeah?’ standoff?

Perhaps.

The noncognitivist can begin by taking note of the fact
that the amoralist is only a fictional character; a figment of
the imagination. We are not speaking about actual people here.
To be sure, some externalists point to sociopaths as actual
examples of amoralists, but even then, they never refer to any

concrete, actual persons. They don’t need to. According to the

“Brink, 1989, pp.47,48.
Bsolomon, 1987, p.385.

“Goldsworthy, 1992, p.45.
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externalist, the mere fact that we can conceive of such a
character is enough. Whether or not any actual amoralists
exist is beside the point. At this point, the noncognitivist
can emphasize the fact that we are all easily able to conceive
of ficrtional characters which cannot possibly exist. The
imagination is a powerful thing. We can conceive of an
inventor who goes back in time and accidentally kills his own
infant father. Yet, we will not admit that such a character is
possible. We can conceive of a fictional young student who
refutes Gédel on his incompleteness theorem. Yet, experts will
refuse to acknowledge that such an event is actually possible.
How 1is the realist to show that his musings about the
amoralist are not just another fictional construction of the
imagination which is not actually possible? If this is all the
amoralist amounts to, he does not present a problem for the
internalist. In order to provide a convincing refutation of
internalism, the externalist must present a counterexample
which is a clear possibility and not just a fanciful chimera
of the imagination.

At this point, the externalist might respond that the
young student is by no means a clear-cut example of an
impossible character. All we can imagine are the surface
features of the character. No one could imagine in detail how
the character could actually refute G&del. Here, the
noncognitivist will eagerly rejoin that the amoralist is by no

means a clear-cut example either. The realist cliaims that the
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amoralist is in a certain complex intentional state which the
internalist claims it is impossible for anyone to be in. A
crucial problem with this debate is that claims about whether
or not people are in particular intentiona® states do not wear
their truth conditions on their sleeves. As a result, we can
only make inferences about the character of the intentional
states instantiated in various agents. An agent’s behavioral
manifestations are gererally the only clear-cut evidence we
can turn to in order to determine whether or not she is in a
particular intentional state. Unfortunately, there are no
behavioral manifestations available that will conclusively
demonstrate the possibility of the peculiar intentional state
that is supposedly instantiated in the amoralist. Such
behavioral manifestations are only possible given that the
possibility of the amoralist is already presupposed. It is not
legitimate to assume that such behavioral manifestations are
possible in order to demonstrate the possibility of the
amoralist. Thus, the amoralist counterexample presented by the
realist can be legitimately refused by the noncognitivist in
a way that a clear-cut counterexample cannot.

As an example of a clear-cut counterexample, we can
suppose that, in the heat of an argument about politics and
family values, Dan claims: It is inconceivable that a
Republican would listen to the Rolling Stones. In response,
Bill points out that his neighbor is a registered member of

the Republican party who possesses a large collection of
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Rolling Stones albums whose sounds can often be heard
emanating from his basement window. This constitutes a clear-
cut counterexample. The two properties are conceptually
independent and there are uncontroversial public criteria
which establish both that the neighbor is a Republican and
that he listens to the Rolling Stones. In this situation, it
would not do for Dan to claim that the neighbor wasn’t really
a Republican or didn’t really listen to the Rolling Stones. He
clearly satisfies the public criteria for being the type of
person in question. It is an illegitimate move to make an ad
hoc change in the criteria after the counterexample has been
presented. This is not what is happening in the amoralist
counterexample, however. Here, it is by no6 means clear that
the candidate has satisfied the criteria in question because
these criteria are not public, nor are they conceptually
independent. As Solomon notes, all we have been supplied with
is a description of "a particular package of utterances and
motivations found together in an agent."" This description
can only be interpreted as an example of an amoralist by
assuming what the counterexample is intended to show; namely,
that internalism is false. Therefore, the internalist is not
at fault when she rejects the terms in which the ‘amoralist’
counterexample is presented. The realist has not demonstrated
that the amoralist really is the sort of person he claims that

he is. On the other hand, the internalist has not cogently

Solomon, 1987, p.383.
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demonstrated that the amoralist is not the sort of person the
realist claims that he is. As far as I can see, this is where
the discussion must end. The ‘Oh Yeah?’ debate over the
genuine conceivability of the amoralist is destined to remain
in a permanent deadlock. In defending its own perspective on
the issue, each of the two sides is only able to appeal to
intuitions which the other side clearly doesn’t share. As a
result, both sides are only preaching to the converted.

2.7: A Crude View Of Conceptual Truth

At this point, we need to consider in more detail the
reasons why a noncognitivist might feel the need to become
involved in the ’‘Oh Yeah?’ debate in the first place. If it
turns out that the plausibility of noncognitivism does not
turn on the outcome of that debate anyway, then the whole
issue of whether or not the amoralist is genuinely conceivable
becomes rather moot. I believe that this is the case, at least
for my characterization of noncognitivism. Thus, I am quite
content to leave the ‘Oh Yeah?’ debate at a standstill. In
what follows, I will argue that the mere conceivability of the
amoralist does not falsify internalism. At least, it does not
falsify the version of internalism that my characterization of
noncognitivism is essentially committed to. So, it does not
show that my characterization of noncognitivism 1is
implausible. As a result, the appropriate response to the

conceivability of the amoralist is ’So What?’.
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We can begin the case for the appropriateness of the ’So
What?’ response by noting that, interestingly enough, Brink’s
predictable tendency to multiply distinctions at every turn of
every issue curiously lapses when he considers the notions of
conceptual truth and necessity as they apply to the
internalism issue. He is quite content to suppose that these
ideas are straightforward enouch to require no further
analysis. His treatment of the notion of conceptual truth is
particularly troublesome since his amoralist argument against
the plausibility of internalism hinges on the claim that
"internalism is the view that there is an internal or
conceptual connection between moral considerations and action
or the sources of action".!® The troublesome aspect of Brink’s
approach is this. Unless he can show that all forms of
noncognitivism are committed to a version of internalism which
embodies his kind of conceptual connection between moral
considerations and reasons or motives to act, the amoralist
argument fails as a refutation of all forms of noncognitivism.
At best, it merely serves to cast doubt on those types of
noncognitivism that are committed to a form of internalism
which embodies this kind of conceptual connection between
moral considerations and reasons or motives to act. It cannot
function as a basis for rejecting internalism tout court.
Thus, it cannot function as a basis for rejecting

noncognitivism tout court.

YBrink, 1989, p.38.
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Michael DePaul makes the follcwing comments on Brirk’s
use of the amoralist in this context.

if Brink’s aim is to argue against internalism in

general, on the grounds that internalists cannot take

amoralism seriously, then his argument fails because it
is grounded in a crude view of conceptual truths. If all
conceptual connections were transparent to anyone
possessing the relevant concepts, then perhaps the
argument would succeed. It wouvld, however, be quite
unnecessary, since if conceptual connections were
transparent everyone having the relevant concepts could
immediately tell whether the conceptual connection
involved in internalism obtains. But conceptual
connections are not all transparent. It is often
extremely difficult to distinguish what is conceivable

from what merely seems so or to determine whether a

position is truly coherent."

It is significant to notice that the crude version of
conceptual truth Brink employs here is the same one that
played such a crucial role in Moore’s original formulation of
the Open Question Argument. In fact, citing the conceivability
of the amoralist as a counterexample toc the plausibility of
internalism is itself a rendition of Moore’s original OQA
strategy turned against the noncognitivist. It works in the
following manner.

For simplicity’s sake, we can characterize noncognitivism
as the view that the purpose of moral language use is to
express approval and disapproval of various types of persons,
actions, and states of affairs. If this view is correct, then
at the time that someone is sincerely expressing an attitude

of approval or disapproval toward some person, action, or

state of affairs, she is in a particular motivation-laden,

pePaul, 1993, p.532.
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noncognitive intentional state. Since the existence of this
kind of a motivation-laden, noncognitive intentional state is
a necessary condition for a sincere moral utterance, it cannot
be an open gquestion whether or not any particular instance of
a sincere moral utterance will be accompanied by the
appropriate motivation~laden, noncognitive intentional state.
The existence of the sincere moral utterance necessitates the
existence of the appropriate motivation-laden noncognitive
intentional state. But an externalist like Brink will say that
it is an open question since it is at least conceivable that
a sincere moral utterance will not be accompanied by the
appropriate motivation-laden, noncognitive intentional state.
This is precisely what happens in the case of the amoralist’s
moral utterances. Any sincere moral utterance that the
amoralist makes will not be accompanied by the appropriate
motivation-laden, noncognitive intentional state. Thus, the
mere conceivability of the amoralist eliminates the
possibility of characterizing the content of sincere moral
utterances in terms of motivation-laden, noncognitive
intentional states. Recall that a key presupposition behind
the amoralist argument is the claim that:

Since it is the concept of morality that shows that moral
considerations necessarily motivate or provide reasons

for action, this claim about the motivational power or
rationality of morality must be a priori.'

®Brink, 1989, p.42.
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It is important to notice that not all noncognitivists

are obliged to accept this c¢laim. Brink’s argument fails
precisely because he mistakenly assumes that all versions of
noncognitivism are committed to this claim. This mistaken
assumption accrues from his employing a crude version of
conceptual truth throughout his discussion of internalism.
Brink falsely assumes that noncognitivists must treat all
conceptual truths pertaining to morality as transparent. As a
result, he falsely assumes that noncognitivists must treat all
conceptual truths pertaining to morality as knowable a priori.
In order to illustrate the problem with the preceding
presupposition, we can begin by noticing that Brink cannot
intend to apply the preceding claim about the concept of
morality to the layperson’s concept of morality. It isn’t
plausible to attempt to apply it to that concept. Since the
average person doesn’t think about moral matters in such
abstract terms, his concept of morality need not entail
anything about motivation or reasons for action. Rather, Brink
must intend to apply this statement to the abstract,
theoretical conception of morality proposed by
noncognitivists. This is the concept of morality he is
attempting to refute. This concept of morality is couched in
terms of what the noncognitivist takes to be the essential
properties of a moral consideration. For the noncognitivist,
moral language use is conceived of as a means of expressing

approval and disapproval of various types of persons, actions,
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and states of affairs. This noncognitivist technical concept
of morality entails a necessary connection between moral
considerations and motivation or reasons for action because it
takes the latter to be an essential feature of the former.

The key problem with Brink’s analysis is that he is
arguing against the theoretical plausibility of a technical
concept on the grounds that the semantic implications of this
technical concept don’t square with the semantic intuitions
that are associated with the layperson’s related non-technical
concept. As a result, the cogency of his argument rests on an
equivocation involving two very distinct, yet related,
concepts. On the one hand, we have the noncognitivist’s
technical concept of morality. This concept is couched in
terms of what the noncognitivist takes to be the essential
nature of moral discourse. On the other hand, we have the
layperson’s non-technical concept of morality. This concept
simply delineat2»s a practical method for easily identifying
instances of m ral discourse. As such, it is not couched in
terms of any putative essential properties of morality. It is
an opaque concept. We should expect that anyone who employs
this concept of morality will take it to be an open question
whether or not a particular sincere moral attribution will be
correlated with the motivation-laden, noncognitive intentional
state that the noncognitivist’s technical concept of morality
takes to be an essential property of any sincere moral

attribution. Thus, anyone employing this concept of morality

<



2

101
will find the amoralist conceivable. But this observation
about the layperson’s concept of morality does nothing to show
that the noncognitivist has not provided an accurate
characterization of the nature of a sincere moral attribution
when she claims that it is the expression of a particular
motivation-lader, noncognitive intentional state.

A general problem with this line of argument can be
illustrated with an analogous example in the scientific realn,
using the concept of salt. As in the previous case, we will
not be considering the layperson’s non-technical concept of
salt. Rather, we will be considering the technical,
revisionist concept of salt employed by the modern scientific
community. This definition is couched in terms of the
essential properties of salt. ’Salt’ is defined as follows:

A crystalline compound NacCl that is the chloride of
sodium®.

Consider the following claim about the technical, scientific
concept of salt which parallels Brink’s claim about the
noncognitivist’s technical concept of morality:
Since it is the concept of salt that shows that salt is
necessarily composed of NaCl, this claim about the NacCl
composition of salt must be a priori.
What conclusions can we draw about the suitability of this
scientific concept by considering the way that it compares to

the layperson’s concept? None. The layperson’s non-technical

PWebster’s Seventh New Collegiate Dictionary.



L&

102
concept of salt is of a white grainy substance with a certain
characteristic taste which can enhance the taste of certain
foods when used in moderation. This concept simply delineates
a practical method for easily identifying the presence of
salt. As such, it is not couched in terms of any putative
essential properties of salt. It, too, is an opaque concept.
Thus, we expect that anyone who employs the layperson’s
concept of salt will take it to be an open question whether or
not a particular sample of salt is comprised of the chemical
compound NaCl. But this observation does nothing to impugn the
veracity of the technical, scientific concept of salt which
takes NaCl to be an essential property of salt. In the cases
of both ’‘salt’ and ’'morality’, the semantic implications of a
non-technical concept cannot be used as a basis for
criticizing the theoretical adequacy of a technical concept
which as a matter of a posteriori contingency turns out to be
co-extensive with the non-technical concept. The amoralist
argument doesn’t work for the same reason that Moore’s
original formulation of the OQA doesn’t work. It relies on the
presupposition that our concepts are transparent. As a result,
it relies on the presupposifion that all truths about the
essential natures of the referents of our concepts can be
known a priori. It is important to notice that the
noncognitivist is not essentially committed to either of these
claims.

2.8: Concevntual Truth And Moore’s Original 0Qa
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In the light of this criticism, one might wonder why
Brink and others are so willing to foist such an obsolete,
implausikle doctrine of the nature of theoretical conceptual
truth on the noncognitivist, and then proceed to argue against
her as if she is essentially committed to it. The reason is
that traditional noncognitivists have relied on Moore’s
original OQA, and the crude version of conceptual truth that
goes with it, to furnish the grounds for rejecting moral
realism. As a result, they are committed to taking this
dubious conceptual baggage along with them. They are open to
arguments against internalism, like Brink’s, which employ the
crude version of conceptual truth that they have already
accepted as part of their case for rejecting moral realism.
Since these versions of noncognitivism are already committed
to a particular characterization of the nature of conceptual
truth, they are committed to a form of internalism which
embodies the kind of conceptual connection between moral
considerations and reasons or motives to act that Brink
presupposes in adducing the conceivability of the amoralist as
A counterexample to the plausibility of internalism. We might
say that the amoralist argument constitutes an ‘/internal’
criticiam of the kind of internalism that traditional
noncognitivists are committed to. Generally speaking, it’s a
bad arqument, but it still works against the traditional
noncognitivist. The contemporary moral realist might not

accept the characterization of conceptual truth employed in



104
the amoralist argument, but the old-style noncognitivist has
to accept it since she presupposes it in her rejection of
moral realism. So the amoralist argument still constitutes a
valid objection to her position. At this point, it is
important to notice that the version of noncognitivism I am
defending is not open to this internal criticism of
internalism because it is not committed to the obsolete
doctrine of conceptual truth that plays such an important role
in Moore’s original formulation of the OQA. My rejection of
moral realism is based on the cogency of the Moral Twin-Earth
argument. It is crucial to notice that the Moral Twin-Earth
argument does not presuppose the crude version of conceptual
truth we find in the original OQA.

2.9: Two Kinds Of Necessary Connection

Having made this point clear, we can now consider two
distinct kinds of necessary connection that are muddled
together by the crude version of conceptual truth Brink
employs in his discussion of internalism. This distinction
will play an important role in explaining why the mere
conceivability of the amoralist need not present a problem for
noncognitivism. I will begin by describing the nature of the
necessary connection between moral considerations and
motivation or reasons for action that old-style
noncognitivists are committed to. As a result of basing their
theories on Moore’s original version of the 0QA, traditional

noncognitivists are committed to claiming that it is analytic
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that moral considerations necessarily motivate or provide
reason i~i action. As a result, they are committed to
defending a de dicto necessary connection between moral
considerations and motivation or reasons for action. This
position can be symbolized as follows:

[(vx) [(x is a moral consideration) - (x motivates or
provides reason for action)].?

If this position is correct, we can know a priori that moral
considerations necessarily motivate or provide reason for
action simply by analysing the concept of a moral
consideration. According to this position, motivation or
reason for action are constitutive aspects of the concept of
morality. As a result, just as we can know a priori that the
concept of a round square is unintelligible, we can also know
a priori that the concept of moral considerations that provide
no motivation or reason for action are unintelligible. Thus,
we can know a priori that the amoralist is unintelligible. The
fact that the amoralist seems to be intelligible presents a
problem for this position. Since the notion of the amoralist
is intelligible in a way that the notion of a round square is
not, the de dicto claim that moral considerations necessarily
motivate is not ©plausible. Since the traditional
noncognitivist is committed to defending this de dicto claim,
the intelligibility of the amoralist poses a substantial

problem for her position.

01 adopt this symbolization scheme from Brower, 1993, p.236.
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The important thing to notice is that the contemporary
noncognitivist, who bases his rejection of moral realism on
the cogency of the Moral Twin-Earth argument, is not committed
to the claim that it is analytic that moral considerations
necessarily motivate or provide reasons for action. For him,
noncognitivism can also be construed as the claim that it is
a constitutive aspect of the discursive activity we call moral
discourse that moral considerations necessarily motivate or
provide reasons for action. This type of noncognitivist is
only committed to defending a de re necessary connection
between moral considerations and motivation or reasons for
action. This position can be symbolized as follows:

(YX)[(x 1s a moral consideration) - [(x motivates or
provides reason for action)].

Even if we assume that this position is correct, it does not
follow that it can be known a priori that moral considerations
necessarily motivate or provide reasons for action. We cannot
know this simply by analysing the concept of a moral
consideration. We can only discover a posteriori that this
necessary connection obtains as a result of a posteriori
discoveries about the nature of the discursive activity we
have come to rigidly designate as moral discourse. Once this
a posteriori determination has been made, the essential nature
of the discourse we call ‘moral’ discourse becomes the basis
for maintaining that a necessary connection between moral
considerations and motivation or reasons for action obtains;

not the meaning of the word ’'moral’. Thus, it is quite
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possible for someone to know the meaning of the word ‘moral’,
yet be unaware of certain aspects of the essential nature of
moral discourse. As a result, it is possible for moral
considerations to be de re necessarily connected to motivation
or reasons for action while the typical moral language user
conceives of this not being the case. Thus, the de re claim
that moral considerations are necessarily connected to
motivations or reasons for action is compatible with the
conceivability of the amoralist. So the mere conceivability of
the amoralist does not  automatically refute this
characterization of noncognitivism.

2.10: Moral Twin-Earth Reconsidered

The additional problem faced by this characterization of
internalism, of course, is that the noncognitivist takes on
the onus of providing grounds for the claim that she has
provided an accurate a posteriori characterization of the
essential nature of the discursive activity we rigidly
designate as moral discourse. Interestingly enough, the
amoralist will play an important role in the establishment of
this a posteriori case. I will now turn to the task of
furnishing such a posteriori grounds. In order to accomplish
this, it will be helpful to start by emphasizing an important
semantic presupposition that underlies the Moral Twin-Earth
argument against moral realism. Following Putnam’s original
Twin-Earth argument, the Moral Twin-Earth argument assumes

that the meanings of words can only be adequately cashed out
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in terms of the way that they are used by linguistic
communities. This perspective is a reflection of the tendency
towards non-solipsistic semantics which has its roots in
Wittgenstein’s presentation of the private language argument.
According to this kind of approach to meaning, conceptual
connections are cashed out in terms of the corrective
tendencies of the linguistic community. Members of linguistic
communities who employ deviant uses of terms will be subject
to linguistic censure by the rest of the linguistic community.
The real meaning of any term is determined by the general
tendency of the linguistic community to use that term in a
particular manner. Within such a framework, whether or not two
terms are conceptually connected is a matter which can only be
determined a posteriori. We need to determine how a linguistic
community uses the terms in question before we can make a
ruling on whether or not they are conceptually connected.
Thus; the possibility of establishing conceptual connections
between two terms on an entirely a priori basis is, in an
important sense, no 1longer possible once a solipsistic
approach to semantics is rejected for the simple reason that
the community must be consulted in order to verify the way
that each of the terms are actually used. This holds for
conceptual connections involving moral or non-moral terms. To
adopt a more traditional Wittgensteinian parlance, the
employment of moral terminology, like any other terminology,

takes place within a particular language game. To use moral
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language is to act as a participant in this language game. The
rules for the appropriate usage of mcral terminology are
constitutive of the practice of moral language use. Moral
language use is a particular type of language game. What is
going to make moral language use distinctly ‘moral’ will be
the specific character of the set of standards which the
community understands to govern the appropriate use of moral
language.

What the Moral Twin-Earth argument shows is that there is
a peculiar difficulty involved with attempting to characterize
the meaning of moral expressions in terms of a causal theory
of reference. This difficulty is intimately linked with the
doctrine of internalism. The reason we take Earthlings and
Moral Twin-Earthlings to be having a substantial disagreement
over the nature of Jjustice is that we are implicitly
presupposing that a particular version of internalism is true.
We take it as given that, in general, people have a
substantial degree of concern over which types of complex
natural states of affairs moral terms like ‘justice’ are
applied to. It is important to notice that this is not an a
priori stipulation about the meaning of the word ’moral’.
Rather, it is an a posteriori observation about the essential
nature of that type of discursive activity which we recognize
to be of the moral variety. The type of discourse that we have
come to rigidly designate as moral discourse occurs when

members of communities apply moral terminology to persons,
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actions, and states of affairs as a means of expressing their
approval or disapproval of the persons, actions, or states of
affairs in question. Since people naturally have some concern
over whether or not the things they approve or disapprove of
obtain, it stands to reason that moral discourse is
intrinsically connected to peocpls’s concerns. Thus, it stands
to reason that there is an intrinsic connection between making
a moral attribution and taking oneself to have a reason to act
in a way that conforms to the dictates of that moral
attribution.

This might not have been the case, however. It could have
turned out that people were only inecidentally concerned with
the upshot of their moral attributions because the essential
purpose of making moral attributions was not to express
approval or disapproval. It could have turned out that
communities used moral language simply as a means of
describing and classifying various types of persons, actions,
and states of affairs in accordance with traditions they had
long since ceased to care about. If this were the case, then
the type of discursive activity that would have come to have
been rigidly designated as moral discursive activity would
have been of a purely classificatory nature. This type of
discursive activity does not require any intrinsic connection
between the making of moral attributions and people’s concerns

or reasons for action. It would be moral discourse purely in
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virtue of the particular subject matter that it incorporated
into its classificatory schene.

The point to be emphasized here is that determining the
correct characterization of ‘moral’, as a word which denotes
a specific type of discursive activity, is an issue that can
only be resolved on a posteriori grounds. We can’t tell in
advance what moral discourse is until w2 find out what typical
language users take people to be doing when they are engaging
in moral discourse. It makes no sense to stipulate in advance
that ’moral’ is going to designate a particular kind of
discursive activity, be it descriptive or prescriptive. Brink,
in adducing the amoralist as a counterexample to the
plausibility of internalism, and, thus, noncognitivism, is
under the mistaken impression that the nonceognitivist
characterization of the meaning of ’moral’ is necessarily
based on precisely this kind of a priori stipulation. As
praviously noted, this is undoubtab.iy linked to the historical
fact that traditional noncognitivists were motivated to
advocate their particular characterizations of the meaning of
‘moral’ as a result of their being convinced by Moore’s
original formulation of the OQA. They were basing the meaning
of ’‘moral’ on a priori considerations. But, a noncognitivist
is only committed to a purely a priori characterization of the
nature of moral language use if his basis for espousing
noncognitivism over moral realism rests on an acceptance of

something close to Moore’s original formulation of the OQA.
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\§1nce my rejection of moral realism is based on the cogency of
the Moral Twin-Earth argument, the version of noncognitivism
I am espousing is not committed to an a priori
characterization of the nature of moral language use.

It is important to emphasize that the employment of the
Moral Twin-Earth argument itself reflects a commitment to an
a posteriori semantics & la Wittgenstein. According to this
perspective, the sociological fact that people do find the
Moral Twin-Earth argument convincing creates an important a
posteriori difficulty for externalist moral realist semantics.
If externalist moral realism really does provide an adequate
characterization of the nature of our moral language use, our
linguistic intuitions would not lead us to endorse the claim
that the parties are having a legitimate disagreement when
they disagree about whether or not a particular natural state
of affairs is good or just. Our linguistic intuitions would
lead us to endorse the claim that they are merely arguing at
cross purposes in the same way that our linguistic intuitions
lead us to endorse the claim that the parties in Putnam’s
original Twin-Earth scenario are merely arguing at cross
purposes when they disagree about whether a particular sample
of liquid is water or not. It is crucial to notice that the
way this argument will affect people’s linguistic intuitions
is itself not an issue that can be determined a priori. It
could have been the case that no one but a few die-hard

noncognitivists found the Moral Twin-Earth argument even
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remotely plausible. If this were the case, then we would have
strong a posteriori grounds for maintaining that moral terms
are just another variety of natural kind terms. Since it is
not the case, however, we have strong a posteriori grounds for
maintaining that moral terms are not just another variety of
natural kind terms. Whatever the outcome, determining what
human beings are up to when they use moral language is an
issue which can only be resolved on a postericr-i grounds.
2.11: Moral Language Use As Essentially Group-Oriented

In order to facilitate *he resolution of the a posteriori
question concerning what actual linguistic communities take
moral language use to consist in, it is important to focus on
a prominent feature of actual moral language use. Actual moral
discourse 1is an intrinsically group-oriented activity.
Consideration of this feature will have significant
implications for the correct a posteriori determination of the
nature of moral language use for the following reason. This
feature plays an important role in explaining why the
externalist moral realist cannot simply formulate an updated
version of the amoralist argument. In the spirit of this new
approach, the contemporary moral realist might claim that it
is a significant a posteriori fact that typical actual moral
language users seem to find no difficulty in conceiving of the
amoralist. Doesn’t this observation constitute a posteriori
grounds for claiming that noncognitivism has not provided an

accurate characterization of the essential properties of
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actual moral language use? The answer is no, because actual
moral language use is a group-oriented activity. A major
problem with the amoralist argument is that it ignores the
communal aspect of moral language use. The focus of this
argument is entirely on the nature of the intentiocnal states
of individual language users in their private employment of
moral terminology. The fact that we can conceive of an
individual moral language user, the amoralist, who sincerely
asserts that stealing is wrong yet is not motivated to act in
accordance with this assertion because she does not take
herself to have a reason to do so, supposedly reveals an
important insight into the essential nature of moral
terminology. It supposedly shows that making a sincere moral
assertion and taking oneself to have a reason to act in
accordance with the dictates of that assertion are two
entirely distinct intentional states which are only
accidentally conjoined in the minds of those who are already
predisposed to view their own sincere moral assertions in a
certain way. Thus, there is nothing in the notion of making a
moral attribution itself which necessitates taking oneself to
have a reason to comply with its dictates. We have to go
beyond the mere making of a moral attribution and look for an
additional evaluative attitude toward the signifizance of
making of such an attribution, in the mind of the attributor,
before we can be assured that a reason to comply with its

dictates will also be part of her intentional quiver. The






