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Questions about the nature and structure of ethical language and reality rapidly lead to questions about aesthetic terms and racial slurs, about the possibility or significance of faultless disagreement, about whether a relativist theory is viable, about the nature of truth, and other foundational issues in the theory of meaning and linguistic communication.  Each of these topics is being advanced well outside of the metaethical literature, though they are clearly relevant to philosophical ethics.  Mark Richard’s When Truth Gives Out, which is ambitious enough to tackle all of these topics in a single book, provides a good opportunity for moral philosophers to think about how the questions of ethics interact with these other issues, and an opportunity to think about how we might close the gap to bring them together.  Most significantly, it advocates a response to the “Frege-Geach problem” that is importantly different from the responses offered on behalf of expressivism that are more familiar in contemporary metaethics.

overview
The guiding theme of Richard’s book, which is divided into chapters on racial slurs, truth and paradox, the Frege-Geach problem, relativism, and faultless disagreement, is that truth is not as important as philosophers often make it out to be, yet neither is it the minimal, insubstantial concept that deflationists proclaim it to be.  According to Richard, ‘there are wide ranges of discourse which are discursive – in which we give (good and bad) arguments, adduce evidence, say what we think, and have genuine disagreements’ that cannot be true or false.  Truth and falsity are not even the ‘appropriate dimensions of evaluation’, despite the fact that discursive discourse is representative, expressive of belief, and formalizable in logic.  Obviously, there is some common ground between Richard’s views and those of emotivists and expressivists in metaethics, and he even devotes a chapter to explaining, in his own words, ‘what the emotivists should have said’.  Similar views are offered for racial slurs, matters of personal taste, and discourse about truth and vagueness in paradoxical cases (though it can be difficult to discern a single, unified picture behind all the various topics Richard discusses).  Moreover, even when sentences or thoughts can be assessed as true or false, they might only be so relative to some perspective.

racial slurs
To set the stage for his further skepticism about the centrality of truth, Richard begins with a simple argument designed to show that the thoughts expressed by a slurring racist are not truth-evaluable.  If you allow that a slurring racist speaks truly, then you are committed to agreeing with what she says.  But then you, too, would be a racist (and we can assume you are not).  Alternatively, you might try to say that the slurring racist speaks falsely.  But then you are committed to negating what the racist says.  But it can be just as offensive to say ‘Max is not a ***’ as it can be to say ‘Max is a ***’.  So to apply truth or falsity is to continue the inaccuracy inherent in the slurring utterance.  The upshot is that what the slurring racist says must be rejected.  It is not even truth-evaluable.

This argument implicitly relies on inferring ‘P’ from ‘It’s true that P’, which usually seems harmless.  But it is noteworthy that Richard denies the converse, since he thinks there are cases where ‘P’ is appropriate, but not ‘It’s true that P’.  One might expect some discussion of why these two seemingly parallel inference principles about ‘true’ are supposed to be importantly different.  But Richard is peculiarly silent on this matter, and assumes the validity of this inference without argument or even note. 

Richard’s conclusions about slurs have implications for the study of ‘thick’ evaluative language, as well as for the growing class of ‘hybrid’ metaethical theories, which incorporate both cognitivist and expressivist components, and are often inspired by using racial slurs as a model for understanding all moral language.  Here and elsewhere, Richard’s discussion develops novel views on topics that metaethicists are interested in, though he often leaves it to his readers to determine how to relate his views with literature that metaethicists may be more familiar with. 

truth and paradox
Richard’s second chapter argues for a particular solution to paradoxes like the liar, based on the idea that some kinds of discourse are not aptly evaluated in terms of truth or falsity.  At first pass this topic may not seem to be central for moral philosophy, but it lays the groundwork for Richard’s later discussion of the Frege-Geach problem because he uses paradoxical sentences to justify his semantic framework discussed below.  Richard’s approach to resolving paradox crucially uses the idea that the expressions ‘not’, ‘and’, ‘or’, ‘if’, and  ‘if and only if’ are systematically ambiguous in ordinary English.  They each have one meaning as a truth-functional connective, and another that does not affect truth-conditions.  Taking the case of ‘not’ as illustrative, the main idea is that ‘not’ has a second conventional meaning on which, rather than being used to assert that something is not the case, it is used to deny that something is the case, where denial is understood as a sui generis speech act of refusing to assert a claim.  Denying a claim is compatible with refusing to assert its truth-functional negation.

This idea comes in useful with the liar, which says of itself that it is not true.  Richard doesn’t advocate asserting the liar, and he doesn’t advocate asserting the liar’s (truth-functional) negation.  What he does advocate is denying both – that is, refusing to assert either. He claims that this, in effect, leaves the liar without a truth value, and (thus) that such denials “state the facts” about the liar without creating paradox. Richard characterizes his view by saying that the liar is “not true”.  But it is important to notice that this way of putting his view might mislead since he thinks ‘not’ can equivocate.  In saying, ‘the liar is not true’, Richard may seem to assert something about the liar, but he is merely denying, in his sense, its truth.

Now, the liar seems paradoxical in part because its instance of the T-schema seems paradoxical: (LT) ‘the liar is true iff the liar is not true’.  Richard thinks (LT) is ambiguous, since the occurrences of ‘not’ and ‘iff’ can be understood in two ways. He advocates that we should deny one interpretation (that uses truth-functional connectives), and endorse the other (that uses “forced”-connectives).  In fact, he motivates his treatment of the liar by saying that (LT) is “obviously the right thing to say”, and so we need to find an interpretation that does not lead to paradox (49).  

But this is rather surprising, since one way to understand his book is that it resists the inference from p to it is true that p.  The plausibility of (LT), i.e. Richard’s motivation for finding an acceptable interpretation of it that should be endorsed, seems to depend on the plausibility of the inference from p to it is true that p. So if Richard really does resist that inference, why should it be so obvious that (LT) is the right thing to say? The search for such an interpretation, which is part of the motivation for his work in this chapter, seems to be undermined by the fact that he thinks one direction of the T-schema can break down.

Finally, the fact that Richard thinks ‘not’ is ambiguous should prompt us to re-think the thesis about slurs from chapter 1: there the thesis was that what the racist says is not true and not false – but now that we know that Richard himself thinks such a claim is ambiguous, which meaning does he intend? Presumably he means only to deny that slurring utterances are true (or false), but if so, it should have been clarified that this is what he meant when he said things like “the slur is not true of targets” (15), which most readers will be excused for thinking looks like an assertion that the slur is not true of targets, in the absence of clarification from the author.

commitment semantics
The part of chapter two that is most significant for metaethics is the development of a semantic framework, commitment semantics, that encompasses both ordinary truth-conditional sentences as well as sentences that are not evaluated in terms of truth and falsity, e.g. sentences suited to deny rather than to assert.  The main idea of commitment semantics is that each sentence is conventionally associated with a set of commitments, at least one of which is incurred by a person who utters that sentence literally.  Each such commitment involves both a set of claims represented as appropriate-to-assert, and a set of claims represented as appropriate-to-deny.  Importantly, commitments are evaluated along a dimension that is very similar to truth, just more general.  This dimension is what Richard calls “appropriateness”.

A commitment to assert some claim p is appropriate just in case p is true.  So appropriateness subsumes truth.  But some commitments can be appropriate without representing anything as true.  For example, a commitment to deny p is appropriate just in case p is not true; that is, since the relevant sense of ‘not’ is the forced one, whenever p is false or without truth-value.  

The fact that appropriateness is just like truth, but simply more general, raises and is illustrated by a problem for Richard’s approach to resolving paradox (which he discusses in an appendix).  If the formal language is expanded so that it can talk about appropriateness, then it has the expressive power needed to raise a revenge-style paradox, by constructing a sentence which claims that it is appropriate to deny itself.  Richard cannot solve this problem with his suggestion that we should deny problematic sentences, for that would lead to paradox.  So, his strategy of explaining away problems by appeal to speech acts needs a new sui generis kind of speech act to handle the revenge sentence, and thus a new, more general dimension of evaluation.  But, of course, if this new kind of speech act corresponds to yet another sense of ‘not’, and if we expand the language to talk about the new dimension of evaluation, then a regress looms.  The approach to the liar paradox that involves lexicalizing denial in a special sense of ‘not’ and generalizing truth to get appropriateness still leaves liar-like pathology, and thus requires the recognition of a hierarchy of (potentially) infinitely many speech acts.

the frege-geach problem

Richard uses his semantic theory of commitments to answer the famous embedding objections from Geach and Searle in the early 1960’s.  The Frege-Geach problem actually involves a number of issues about language, thought, and reasoning that seem problematic for non-factualist semantics.  Richard takes it that his non-factualist semantic theory, on which connectives like denial-‘not’ indicate speech acts, must accomplish at least the following tasks: (i) explain how semantic properties can be had by sentences that are not truth-apt, (ii) explain what force-indicating expressions contribute to the meanings of complex sentences in which they occur embedded, (iii) explain how force-indicating sentences can bear inferential relationships amongst one another and also to ordinary declaratives, and (iv) justify any changes or complications that come with incorporating force-indication into semantic theory.


As explained in the last section, Richard’s commitment semantics generalizes truth-conditional semantic features like truth and entailment (properties of  propositions or “claims”) to get semantic features like appropriateness and appropriateness-preservation (properties of commitments) that apply to both assertoric and non-assertoric sentences.  It assigns two types of meanings to connectives like ‘not’, and ‘or’ so that they can manipulate both  “claims” and commitments (both assertoric and non-assertoric types).  The explanation of validity amongst “forced” and “unforced” sentences is therefore the same in kind.  Finally, it justifies the incorporation of illocutionary force into semantics by using considerations about “discursive” sentences that cannot be true or false, e.g. slurs and paradoxical sentences like the liar.  On these grounds, Richard claims, with hyperbolic gusto, to have shown the Frege-Geach problem to be “profoundly without merit” (80, fn11).

In chapter 3, Richard extends his commitment semantics in order to develop a sophisticated descendant of emotivism on which normative sentences are not truth-apt, a version that he claims gets around the Frege-Geach problem (though he doesn’t endorse the view developed in that chapter.)  His discussion leaves much to his readers to put together, because he does not integrate his work into previously existing speech-act approaches to such language, and also because the formal language specified in sec. 3.4 does not exactly mesh with the informal characterization of the view elsewhere in the chapter.

On a natural reading, Richard’s emotivist extends the formal language of chapter 2 so that it includes force-indicating words expressing obligation and permission (deontic modals).  This is why we think that his version of emotivism is best seen as developing and improving ideas in Hare 1952 The Language of Morals, Hare 1970 “Meaning and Speech Acts” The Philosophical Review; Searle 1969 Speech Acts, Searle and Vanderveken 1985 Foundations of Illocutionary Logic, and Vanderveken 1990 Meaning and Speech Acts.  Richard does not mention any of these works (and seems unaware of them), but the ideas he presents have obvious precedence in them. A striking example is that Searle and Vanderveken talk about a speech act “illocutionary denegation” that is similar to Richard’s denial: it is the explicit refusal to perform an act.  It is also notable that the basic form of Richard’s response to the Frege-Geach problem can be found in Hare 1970. 
richard’s emotivism vs expressivism
By now it should come as no surprise that Richard’s version of emotivism is rather different from contemporary expressivism (in the work of Blackburn, Gibbard, and Horgan and Timmons).  Expressivists have come to repudiate the idea that moral sentences are not true or false in favor of the idea that they may ‘earn the right to truth’, through the advocation of the kind of minimalism about truth that Richard eschews.  Interestingly, Richard’s conception of an updated emotivism also diverges from expressivism in several other ways.

The first and most significant of these, and one of the most interesting contributions of the book, is Richard’s emotivist’s rejection of the central idea of expressivist semantics.  The expressivist claims that an account of normative thought is sufficient to resolve any questions about the meanings of normative sentences; her approach is to associate each sentence, ‘p’, with what it is to think that p.  In its place, Richard’s emotivist seeks a return to views like Hare’s, in which an account of normative language is best achieved by paying attention to which speech acts normative sentences are suited to perform.  

 A speech-act semantics for normative language avoids the radical psychologism of expressivism.  Expressivists have to take on radical commitments about ordinary declarative sentences in order to both have a psychologistic account of normative sentence-meaning and also have a general account of sentence-meaning on which normative and non-normative sentences are the same in kind.  They still have outstanding problems of explaining basic semantic features like inconsistency and validity, which on their view derive from inferential or disagreement relations between mental states (for more discussion see Schroeder 2008 Being For).  If these problems plague expressivism but not Richard’s emotivist, that would be an advantage for Richard’s emotivist and his answer to the Frege-Geach problem.  Furthermore, speech-act approaches to normative language might benefit from contemporary understandings of non-assertoric, force-indicating sentences like non-declaratives (though Richard completely ignores such sentences in his discussion).

But expressivism may have other advantages.  For example, one reason it has seemed attractive to metaethicists is that non-factualist semantics must account for both language and thought.  Expressivism offers an account of them together, by reducing the linguistic issues to psychological ones.  A speech-act approach only purports to account for the linguistic issues and must deal with the psychological ones separately.

Or does it?  Richard claims that once meanings are assigned to simple normative sentences, his compositional theory takes over and explains everything that needs to be explained about complex sentences, including even which psychological states they express (if they express any).  This suggests something like a reverse of the order of explanation that expressivists offer.  Richard seems to think that the relevant issues about moral psychology get resolved by his compositional semantics.  But he does not explain how this is supposed to work in any detail, other than to say that normative judgments are both cognitive and affective. 

Another potential advantage for expressivism is that it purports to give a univocal semantics for ‘not’ and other connectives.  Gibbard 2003 Thinking How to Live and Schroeder 2008 Being For treat this as a desideratum on an adequate theory, whereas Richard quickly loses this desideratum. The present authors tend to disagree about whether speech-act theories or expressivist theories have more advantages than the other.  But we both think it is important to distinguish them and their relative merits, and to review why speech-act approaches have been neglected since the expressivist turn, which Richard’s approach forces us to do.

A final significant difference between Richard’s emotivism and expressivism is that, as we have noted, on Richard’s view, appropriateness is a generalization of truth-conditional semantics, rather than an alternative.  Expressivists advocate a replacement of ordinary truth-conditional semantics for normative sentences in favor of a kind of assertability-conditional semantics that describes the conditions a speaker needs to be in to utter a sentence properly (see Schroeder 2008, chapter 2).  For expressivists, there is no privileged standard of semantic evaluation for normative sentences.  But for Richard’s emotivist, there are such standards, and they are given by appropriateness conditions.  

This raises a difficult question, which we are not entirely sure how to answer, of how Richard’s emotivism relates to Fitting Attitudes theories, a class of theories which cross-cuts the cognitivist/emotivist divide.  According to Fitting Attitudes theories (very roughly), stealing is wrong iff it is appropriate (‘fitting’) to disapprove of stealing. Richard’s emotivist claims that the commitment incurred when a speaker utters ‘stealing is wrong’ is a commitment to disapprove of stealing, and hence is appropriate iff it is appropriate to disapprove of stealing (78-81).    Of course, Richard’s emotivist denies that normative sentences are truth-apt and he has a technical sense of appropriateness, but it remains unclear whether the two views differ in their underlying views about wrongness, or only in their views about semantic properties like truth.

relativism
For decades, moral philosophers have taught their undergraduates that moral relativism is a philosophical position that uses an ordinary context-dependent theory of moral language.  On a context-dependent theory, what someone says in uttering a moral sentence may vary from context to context, but for any given utterance, there is a single invariant answer to the question of whether it is true or not.  But over the past few years, several researchers in the philosophy of language have been developing different versions of the idea that in addition to ordinary context-dependence, there is the possibility that a sentence expresses a single content, about which there is no single context-invariant answer to the question of whether it is true.  These views find relativism deep in semantics, since the truth (or falsity) of what is said is relative to context.  Richard’s discussion of relativism explains and justifies how truth can be relative in a rather simple way, which potentially requires less of a departure from standard semantic frameworks than do some of its main alternatives.

Richard’s central idea is that relativism arises out of certain kinds of ordinary context-dependence, whenever one of the contextually-fixed parameters for interpreting a sentence is determined by the processes that David Lewis called accommodation and negotiation.  The context-sensitivity of ordinary indexicals like ‘I’ and ‘now’ cannot be negotiated in conversation.  There isn’t a lot of flexibility about who is to be picked out by ‘I’, for example; it is (almost) always the speaker.  But other expressions seem to have contextual parameters that are not fixed automatically, and there is more flexibility for speakers to work toward a shared agreement about how to interpret what they talk about.

When a contextual parameter is up for negotiation, two conversational participants A and B may be agreed on the project of trying to talk about the same thing – namely, whether Mary is rich, relative to some fixed standard.  But they may have different goals about what the standard should be, relative to which they claim that Mary is rich – A may try to make the conversation use a higher standard, and B may try to make the conversation use a lower standard.  When that happens, it will be correct for each to describe the conversation in the following way: ‘she is talking about whether Mary is rich, and so am I – we’re talking about the same thing’.  Since this will be a correct way to report what is going on, there must be a single claim which A affirms and B disagrees with.

Both A and B can assert particular claims about who is rich or not in order to try to negotiate the standard of their discussion upwards or downwards, and they can also do so by agreeing or disagreeing with the assertions made by the other.  Hence, even though it is straightforwardly true that there is a single content that they disagree about (that Mary is rich), there is also a disagreement about which standard to evaluate this content with respect to.  It’s true that Mary is rich from B’s perspective, but it’s false from A’s perspective.  Richard claims that these perspective-relative evaluations can both be correct.  He supports this by pointing out that if A and B leave their discussion and separately start new conversations about Mary with more cooperative audiences, they might repeat their views and, without changing their perspectives, both speak truly.  So, A and B can disagree with one another even though each speaks truly.  This is a story on which relative truth arises in ordinary conversations by ordinary contextual mechanisms.

Even though A and B have a disagreement which, on Richard’s view, involves them both making true claims (relative to different standards or perspectives), he does not consider it a case of faultless disagreement.  According to Richard, when there are no mistakes in a disagreement, truth is not the appropriate dimension of evaluation – not even relative truth.  A real faultless disagreement happens when disagreeing parties find no fault in each other, and hence, Richard claims, they say nothing truth-apt.  Chapter 5 discusses how such disagreements can happen about matters of taste.

Although Richard does not discuss normative language in connection with relativism or faultless disagreement, his theory of relativism is meant to extend to all gradable adjectives (since they use standards set by accommodation and negotiation), and hence to normative ones like ‘good’ and ‘wrong’.  Moreover, on the assumption that parties to a moral disagreement always tend to find fault in one another, it seems that Richard’s notion of faultless disagreement does not apply to moral language.  Here is another place where Richard’s arguments bear obvious relevance for metaethics, and the details of their application still need to be examined.

conclusion
A main theme of our discussion has been how sub-disciplinary boundaries can prevent philosophical work inside and outside of moral philosophy from paying attention to one another.  As we’ve indicated here, Richard’s work is no exception; though it advocates and develops views with clear import for metaethics, it fails to engage with closely related metaethical literature.  But, even if it can be frustrating at times to figure out exactly what view is being offered, it is full of fresh perspectives on old problems and illustrations of how the philosophy of language and logic is relevant to metaethics.  It’s not the end but it’s a start; we applaud the effort, and look forward to more work that crosses the boundaries between moral philosophy and the philosophy of language and logic.
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