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Emotivism, the doctrine that all moral judgments are nothing but expressions
of feeling, attitude or preference,? has been criticized by Alasdair Maclintyre in a
series of articles and books.® In After Virtue, Maclntyre criticizes emotivism as a
theory of the meaning of moral terms but suggests that emotivism 1s plausible as a
theory of the use of moral terms. Stephén Mulhall in his article, “Liberalism, Moral-
ity, and Rationality” detects a certain incoherence in this view. According to Mulhall,
Maclntyre cannot maintain both his cultural analysis of the pervasiveness of
emotivism and his arguments against emotivism as a theory of the meaning of
moral terms. |

In this paper, I will first present Maclntyre’s arguments against emotivism as a
theory of meaning. Next, I will present Maclntyre’s account of emotivism as a
theory of use. The third section offers Mulhall’s criticism of Maclntyre. Finally, in
the fourth section, I will explore the question whether or not MaclIntyre has the
resources for answering this criticism.

MacIntyre’s Criticism of Emotivism as a Theory of Meaning

In Ayter Virtue, Maclntyre offers three criticisms of emotivism as a theory of
meaning. First, if emotivism is correct, then moral language is ultimately an
expression of feeling or approval. As approval and emotion are of many kinds,
a question naturally arises as to what sorts of feelings are being expressed by moral
language. If emotivism is to be plausible as an explanation, then it must give a
plausible account of the sort of feelings or approval expressed. For the most part,
emotivists do not offer any characterization of the attitudes and feelings of the
relevant type. If the emotivist cannot give any account of the relevant feelings,
then the emotivist theory of moral language lacks requisite explanatory power.
On the other hand, if the emotivist replies that the relevant feelings are ‘moral
feelings,” then the answer is vacuously circular. If emotivism is to explain the
meaning of ‘moral’ language, this explanation cannot include a reintroduction of
the “moral.” Emotivism purports to explain moral language as an expression of
emotional attitudes, but when one scratches the surface to determine exactly what
type of emotional attitudes moral language expresses, either no answer is forth-
coming or the answer returns one at once to the point of departure.*

Secondly, emotivism fails because it engages in the impossible task, writes
Maclntyre, of “characterizing as equivalent in meaning two kinds of expression
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which ... derive their distinctive function in our language in key part from the

~ntrast and difference between them.”’ One can give two very different types of
__asons as ground for an imperative, these being reasons dependent upon the per-
sonal context and reasons dependent upon impersonal criteria. If a reason given
depends upon personal context, then the reason has motivational force only in so
far as there exists a relationship between speaker and hearer such that the hearer
has reason to follow the prompting of the speaker because of, for instance, fearing,
loving, or wanting to please the speaker. For example, “Do such and such because
I wish it” has force only if the one hearing the injunction has a particular kind of
relationship with speaker. Personal context dependent reasons presuppose a cer-
tain kind of relationship existing between the one giving the injunction and the
one receiving it. On the other hand, a moral reason, a reason based on impersonal
criteria, has force regardless of speaker, or even if there is no speaker. Reasons
given for action such as “because it leads to the greatest happiness of the greatest
number” or “because it is in accord with natural law” are reasons that do not
depend upon personal context or personal preference. Personal reasons for action
rely on the personal context of the utterance; moral reasons for action rely on
impersonal criteria. Emotivism fails because it tries to assimilate two very differ-
ent types of reasons.

Finally, MacIntyre suggests that these errors come about because the emotivist
aistakes the use to which many moral sentences are put for the meaning of moral

discourse. He writes that, although emotivism purports to explain the meaning of
moral sentences:

[TThe expression of feeling or attitude is characteristically a function not of the
meaning of sentences; but of their use on particular occasions. The angry school
master, to use one of Gilbert Ryle’s examples, may vent his feelings by shouting
at the small boy who has just made an arithmetical mistake, ‘Seven time seven
equals forty nine!” But the use of this sentence to express feelings or attitudes has
nothing whatsoever to do with its meaning.*

Emotivism then fails because it mistakes the use of moral language for the
meaning of moral language.

Emotivism Understood as a Theory of Use

Emotivism as a theory describing the meaning of moral language fails, at least
if the arguments above are correct, but emotivism understood as a theory of use,
according to Maclntyre, is quite plausible. He suggests that emotivism may indeed

be true as an account of the use of moral language, even if it fails as an account
of meaning,.
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Clearly the argument so far shows that when someone utters a moral judgment,
such as ‘This is right” or “This 1s good’, it does not mean the same as ‘I approve
of this; do so as well” or ‘Hurrah for this!” or any of the other attempts at equiva-
lence suggested by emotive theorists; but even if the meaning of such sentences
were quite other than emotive theorists supposed, 1t might be plausibly claimed,
if the evidence were adequate, that in using such sentences to say whatever they
mean, the agent was in fact doing nothing other than expressing his feelings or
attitudes and attempting to influence the feelings and attitudes of others.’

For those using moral language in this way, the meaning of moral language
would contradict its use. Indeed, in After Virtue, Maclntyre describes an ‘emotivist
culture’ in which just such a contradiction of meaning and use is pervasively present.
This culture of the economically advanced, liberal democracies of North-Western
Europe and North America has certain common characteristics.

What are the characteristics of this emotivist culture? Maclntyre names several,
the first of which is “the obliteration of any genuine distinction between manipula-
tive and non-manipulative social relations.”® If one cannot give reasons based upon
1mpersonal criteria in organizing social life, then communal moral and political life
becomes merely a clash of naked wills and base manipulation of one person by
another. Furthermore, emotivist culture leads to the appearance of so called ‘char-
acters’ in modern life who embody the obliteration of manipulative and non-ma-
nipulative social relations in various spheres of human life. These characters, in-
cluding the Rich Aesthete, the Manager, and the Therapist, play a defining and
central role in emotivist culture. Moreover, emotivist culture gives rise to a distinc-
tive self-conception of personhood — the emotivist self which “finds no limits set
to that-which it may pass judgment for such limits could only derive from rational
criteria for evaluation and, as we have seen, the emotivist self lacks such criteria.”’®
Since emotivism adopts attitudes, preferences, and choices without any criteria,
“it follows that the emotivist self can have no rational history in its transitions
from one state of moral commitment to another.”'* The emotivist self defines itself
in opposition to any social or familial relationships. Hence, radical individualism
is also characteristic of emotivist culture, as is also a collectivism that seeks to
restrain unbridled individualism. Emotivism, on Maclntyre’s account, informs much
of Western culture — its social relationships, its defining ‘characters,” and indeed
its very image of the human person and human community.

Mulhall’s Question: Can Meaning and Use Radically Diverge?

Stephen Mulhall suggests that the first and second parts of Maclntyre’s analy-
sis of emotivism stand in a precarious relationship. One sees a difficulty when one
considers the presuppositions involved in-Maclntyre’s claims. What is presup-
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‘posed in the 1ejection of emotivism as a theory of meaning and the acceptance of
' plausibility as a theory use? Stephan Mulhall answers:

[The] distinction between historically determined objective meanings and the
practice-determined subjective uses of our moral vocabulary is, of course, some-
thing that MacIntyre relies upon in his general explanation of our failure to per-
ceive the true nature of moral culture. But he can only make such a distinction 1f
it makes sense to believe that moral discourse and the practices with which it is
intertwined can become radically discrepant with one another; and this in turn
only makes sense if it is possible for the meaning and the use of words to diverge
so radically that the former contradict the latter."

Can such a contradiction take place? Mulhall objects to any such radical con-
tradiction and begins his response to MaclIntyre by making reference again to the
example of the schoolmaster. The schoolmaster, recall, vents his feelings by shout-
ing, “Seven times seven equals forty nine!” Although the schoolmaster uses
this sentence to express feeling, the meaning of the sentence remains unaltered.
Meaning and use need not, therefore, coincide. ’

This example, according to Mulhall, hardly proves that meaning and use can
radically contradict one another. The example is one of /ocal divergence of mean-
ing and use, not the global and systematic divergence of meaning and use required

r Maclntyre’s argument. If ‘Seven time seven equals forty nine!” were to be used
systematically and exclusively to express anger, and never in mathematical con-
texts, then indeed the meaning of ‘Seven time seven equals forty nine!” would be syn-
onymous with other expressions of anger, such as ‘damn’ and ‘blast.” The expression
would no longer have anything to do with mathematics. The use of the term would
change the meaning of the term. i -

If Maclntyre is to maintain that meaning can contradict use in the relevant
way, then he owes us an account of what fixes the meaning of a word without any
reference to how the prevailing practice makes use of the word. He has not done
this. Because this account of what fixes the meaning of a word has not been pro-
vided, we must jettison one of two claims. Mulhall writes: “Either [Maclintyre
must] have misrepresented the meaning of our contemporary moral vocabulary, or
he must have misrepresented its use.”'? In Mulhall’s view, it is MacIntyre’s account
of the use of our moral language that must go. As the second argument against
emotivism as a theory of meaning points out, we still use moral language to give
reasons based upon impersonal criteria rather than reasons based upon merely
subjective or personal preference. Moral language does not depend upon personal
context in the way that requests to carry out personal preferences do. For Mulhall,
the most radical element of MacIntyre’s critique fails. It is not the case that
“We are in a condition [of grave moral disorder] which almost nobody recognizes
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and which perhaps nobody at all can fufly recognize.”" Our moral language, on
Mulhall’s view, is in rather good order, with meaning and use fully consistent with

one another.

Meaning, Use, and the Progression of History

Does Maclntyre have resources to answer this objection? In one of his early
works, Against the Self-Images of the Age, one seems to find further support for
Mulhall’s claim that for MacIntyre meaning can be systematically separated from

-use, and yet the original meaning remains. Maclntyre writes:

There have been times and places when a man who said “God give me patience!”
would necessarily have been uttering a prayer, but a man 1n our culture who says
“God give me patience!” no »
poses a context of belief which is often now lacking—but expressing his feelings
of exasperation. The words have not changed their meaning; but the expression

has changed 1ts use.™

At least sometimes, meaning and use do not coincide, and the same may be
said for any number of other expressions, for example “God bless you” following
a sneeze and “Go to hell” as a curse. These phrases are used to express concern and
displeasure respectively. These expressions are, then, akin to moral expressions
in so far as both can be used in a way unconnected with their original meaning.
An atheist can say “God bless you” and a universalist can say “Go to hell” without
incoherence.

Why not say with Mulhall that these phrases 51mp1y have lost their meaning?
If one uses “God bless you” in a way wholly unconnected with theistic belief, the
phrase gradually comes to mean something else, perhaps in this example, “Wishing
you well.” This seems true. For instance, the original meaning of Good-bye in
English was “God be with you.” The meaning of the word “Good-bye” in contem-
porary English no longer has any connection whatsoever to theistic belief, hence
the word has indeed changed meaning. Mulhall is correct that the use of a phrase
can determine its meaning.

There is however a middle way that Mulhall has overlooked. It is not the case
that either meaning and use can only diverge locally or that the meanings of words
are permanently fixed independently of their use. The claim MaclIntyre needs is
not that words retain their meaning permanently although they are systematically
and solely put to other uses. He requires not this strong and rather implausible
thesis but rather a weaker and more plausible one: words gradually lose one mean-
ing and retain another determined by use. For sometime however, words retain
their original meanings, while being put to uses sometimes in accord with original
meanings and sometimes in discord with original meanings. The example given
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above “God give me patience!” illustrates well the undetermined use to which
rtain phrases can be put. “God give me patience!” can still be used in its original
sense though it may also be put to another use. Likewise, moral words have re-
tained their original meaning to a greater or lesser extent which leads to a certain
incoherence in contemporary moral utterance, the original meaning of moral lan-
guage for the moment being retained but the common usage often in discord with
this original meaning.
Emotivism, Maclntyre suggests, is an historically contingent theory that makes
sense as the end of a process of degeneration. He writes:

Emotivism ... turns out to be, as a cogent theory of use rather than a false theory
of meaning, connected with our specific stage in moral development or decline,
a stage which our own culture entered early in the present century. '

Like many historical processes, the transition of which MaclIntyre speaks takes
time and will be for the most part almost imperceptible to those in the midst of the
change. Linguistic transformations are often particularly slow, as is seen from the
transition from Latin to the various Romance languages, a transition which took
centuries and was, for the most part, so gradual as to escape recognition by native
speakers.

A change in the meaning of words is, in the case at hand, further inhibited by

.vo other factors. The first is that there are various sub-communities whose moral
language, in both meaning and use, is self-consciously quite discordant with
emotivism. Hence, unlike the situation in which “seven times seven is forty-nine”
is used exclusively to express anger, even now a number of writers, presumably
Maclntyre himself, Elizabeth Anscombe, Philippa Foot, John Haldane, and others,
retain moral language in its former usage. These authors, and their everyday equiva-
lents, retard the progress of emotivism by changing the meaning of moral terms.
Secondly, the proponents of ‘modern moral philosophy’, even if Maclntyre is right
about their often ‘indirect’ emotivism, further retard the transformation process.
Even if one holds that the Enlightenment project has failed, one must certainly
recognize that it is a different project from emotivism. Richard Hare, for instance,
may be an emotivist in MaclIntyre’s terms in so far as Hare holds that there are no
objective criteria beyond the first prescriptive principles chosen to which one can
appeal, but surely there is a great deal of difference between this position and the
position of a Nietzsche. If we want to say with Maclntyre that in the Enlighten- .
ment project “Emotivism has not been left so far behind after all,”' we should
perhaps highlight that the inheritors of the Enlightenment project at least seek to
leave emotivism behind. The recognition or final assertion that moral principles

‘e in the end chosen by the agent is characteristically the outcome of a long series
of modifications, clarifications, and advances made by the inheritors of the Enlighten-
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ment and not the first premise of their theory This 1nd1rectness further retards
the transformation that emotivist use of language secks to engender. B

- If Maclntyre’s analysis and my own imaginary response to the objection were
correct, what could one expect to find in the further development of moral language
along emotivist lines? Moral language would indeed begin to lose its original mean-
ing and would begin to take on a meaning proportioned to its use. Plain persons,
and not just emotivist theorists, would begin understanding and treating moral
judgments and statements as non-cognitive; they would sharply distinguish judg-
ments of value from judgments of fact; and théy would claim that one should [!]
not impose one’s moral views on another. The process described by Maclntyre is
an ongoing one whose final terminus, the change in the meamng of a word, is
properly foreseen by Mulhall. S '

However, pace the suggestion of Mulhall it seems clearly to be the case that
we do often use moral language to express emotion. An emotivist culture may be
typically modern, but the use of moral language to express emotion begins some-
time before Homer. Should not the foreseen transformation of moral langnage have
-already occurred? The problem of emotivism does not arise from the fact that we
use moral language to express emotion but rather from certain accounts of the
relationship between moral judgment and the emotion expressed.

It does not follow from the use of language to express emotion that moral judg-
ments are reducible to emotion. Rather moral judgments may be concomitant with
emotion. Consider a question similar to the one that gave emotivism so much
difficulty: When moral statements are used to express emotion, what sort of emo-
tion 1s expressed? The emotions that find expression in moral statements are typi-
‘cally but not exclusively anger, sadness, and hope. Anger follows one’s judgment
that injustice has been committed against oneself or another. Sadness follows one
judgment that some good has been or will be lost. Hope follows one’s judgment
that some difficult to achieve good can be attained. If it is the case that murder is
wrong, and this wrong is one of unjust injury against the common and private
good, then one would expect the emotions of anger and sadness to accompany
judgments and statements about murder. If indeed both the common and private
good are secured by respecting the autonomy of the individual, then moral state-
ments about respecting the autonomy of the individual will often be used to ex-

. press or be accompanied by the feeling of hope. Moral statements are indeed often
used to express emotion, but the emotions in question characteristically follow
from or are concomitant with moral judgments. Emotions do not create moral
judgment. If this were is the case, the use of moral terms to express emotion would
not in itself necessarily be a sign of the decay of moral language. Contemporary
culture may in fact use moral language to express emotion in a way distinctive
from previous cultures and this is perhaps MaclIntyre’s point, but the use of moral
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language to express emotion does not seem to be in itself a distinctive sign of
cay. As MacIntyre notes elsewhere, “Those emotive theorists who said that the
wunction of moral utterance was to evince emotion would ... have been correct if
they had substituted the indefinite for the definite article.”""
In conclusion, let me summarize what hasbeen said. In the first two sections,
I summarize Maclntyre’s arguments against emotivism as a theory of meaning and
his account of the widespread influence of emotivism as a theory of use. In the next
section, Mulhall’s objection against MacIntyre is brought forward. MacIntyre holds
that the meaning and use of the moral language are, in contemporary Western
culture, often at odds with .one another. Meaning and use cannot be so at odds,
suggests Mulhall, unless we are supplied with an account of what fixes the mean- -
ing of a word apart from its use. Not having been given such an account, we must
jettison either MaclIntyre’s claims about the meaning of moral words or his ac-
count of the use of moral words in contemporary culture. Mulhall would like to
abandon emotivism as a theory of use. Finally, in the last section, it is suggested
that MacIntyre needs a much weaker thesis about the relationship of meaning to
use than the one Mulhall claims he needs. MacIntyre need hold only that words
gradually lose their meaning when put to different uses, not that words retain their
meaning permanently when put to different uses. Given the nature of language and
=scapes, this weaker thesis is much more plausible Mulhall’s criticism but never-
«€less retains the insight that meaning and use can be in widespread contradic-
tion. Finally, some non-emotivist considerations are brought forward against
Mulhall’s suggestion that moral language is not used to express emotion.
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