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NB. This is an earlier draft of the paper which appeared in The Philosophical 

Quarterly 57 (2007): 342-62 

 
Abstract. Moral discourse is propositionally clothed, that is, it exhibits those features ï 

such as the ability of its sentences to intelligibly embed in conditionals and other 

unasserted contexts ï that have been taken by some philosophers to be constitutive of 

discourses that express propositions.  If there is nothing more to a mental state being a 

belief than it being characteristically expressed by sentences that are propositionally 

clothed then the version of expressivism which accepts that moral discourse is 

propositionally clothed (óquasi-realismô) is self-refuting. Fortunately for quasi-realists, 

this view of belief, which I label óminimalismô, is false. I present three arguments against 

it and dismiss two possible defences (the first drawn from the work of Wright, the second 

given by Harcourt). The conclusion is that the issue between expressivists and their 

opponents cannot be settled by the mere fact that moral discourse wears propositional 

clothing.  

 

According to descriptivism in meta-ethics, moral judgements function to offer 

putative descriptions of the world and thus express beliefs about it.
1
 More precisely, 

descriptivists hold that the beliefs moral judgements express are beliefs about moral 

states of affairs. Expressivists deny that moral judgements express such beliefs. They 

hold instead that the distinctive import of moral judgements comes from their ability 

to express non-cognitive attitudes such as emotions, preferences or practical stances. 

The purpose of this expression is, expressivists claim, the mutual co-ordination of 

attitudes and actions.
2
 A central point of disagreement between descriptivists and 

expressivists is therefore that the former accept, whereas the latter deny, that moral 

judgements express beliefs about moral states of affairs. It is somewhat surprising 

then, that little of the debate between them is conducted with an explicit appreciation 

of what it takes for a mental state to be a belief with a particular content. In this paper 

I seek to address this deficit. 

                                                 
1
 Descriptivists include Boyd 1988, Brink 1989, Jackson 1998, Lewis 1989, Railton 1986, Shafer-

Landau 2003, Smith 1994 and Sturgeon 1985. 
2
 Expressivists include Stevenson 1944, 1963, Blackburn 1984 ch.6, 1998a and Gibbard 1990. 
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My argument will proceed as follows. In the next section I shall clarify the 

claims of descriptivism and expressivism. So characterised, both are compatible with 

the view that the sentences of moral discourse are subject to standards of appropriate 

and inappropriate usage and capable of intelligible embedding in negations, 

conditionals, disjunctives and propositional attitude contexts, as well as explanatory 

contexts and those created by the locutions óIt is true thatéô and óX knows thatéô. I 

call these features of certain sentences their propositional clothing. In §2 I shall 

introduce the minimalist view of representation: roughly the view that there is nothing 

more to a mental state being a belief than that state being characteristically expressed 

by a sentence that wears propositional clothing. If minimalism is correct, the version 

of expressivism that accepts moral sentences wear propositional clothing (a view 

known as óquasi-realismô) is self-defeating. But minimalism is false. I present three 

arguments against it in §3. Finally, in §4 I dismiss the case in favour of minimalism. 

The conclusion is that the issue between descriptivists and expressivists cannot be 

settled by the mere fact that moral discourse wears propositional clothing. 

 

1. Expressivism, Descriptivism and Propositional Clothing 

 

Descriptivism is sometimes defined as the view that moral judgements ï that 

is, sincere utterance of declarative moral sentences ï express beliefs rather than non-

cognitive attitudes. Conversely, expressivism is sometimes defined as the view that 

moral judgements express non-cognitive attitudes rather than beliefs.
3
 Here beliefs are 

considered to be cognitive or representational, that is, mental states that represent the 

world, or some aspect of it, as being thus-and-so. Non-cognitive attitudes such as 

                                                 
3
 Brink 1989 pp.5 & 9, Jackson and Pettit 1998 and Harcourt 2005 p.251.  




