
Advice for Noncognitivists

Dynamic Noncognitivism. It is a well-worn story that early noncognitivists (Ayer (1936),

Hare (1952), Stevenson (1944, 1963)) and contemporary expressivists (Blackburn (1984, 1988),

Gibbard (1990, 2003)) struggle alike in arriving at a theoretically satisfying semantics for moral and

descriptive language (the Frege-Geach problem). This paper argues that synthesizing insights from

both traditions in a dynamic semantics for natural language delivers a noncognitivist perspective

on the language of morals that avoids the semantic problems of its predecessors.

Conceptual Motivation. Contemporary noncognitivist theories of meaning stress the role of

language as a means for expressing states of mind. But intuitively language is first and foremost a

tool for coordinating rational activity and this, one would think, highlights its role as a means for

coordinating—rather than simply expressing—beliefs and desires. This perspective is very much in

line with what first-generation noncognitivists have to say about the language of morals—in fact,

even Ayer’s (1936) account with its heavy emotivist bent stresses that moral terms are designed to

arouse feelings and so to stimulate action (p. 111). The key conceptual driver behind the dynamic

proposal made in this paper is then that we should choose the notion of coordination rather than

the one of expression as the starting point for semantic theorizing. Descriptive sentences such as

“Grass is green” have cognitive content in the sense that they are means for coordinating cognitive

states (beliefs); moral sentences such as “Stealing is wrong” have noncognitive content in the sense

that they are means for coordinating noncognitive states (conative, desire-like states).

Technical Motivation. In dynamic semantics, the meaning of a sentence φ is its update

potential : a function that takes a state of mind σ as input and returns an output state σ′—the

result of updating σ with φ. Logical operators such as negation and conjunction are, accordingly,

operators on update functions. The key technical advantage of this setup is that we arrive at a

plausible explanation of logical inconsistency between sentences in terms of inconsistency between

states of mind without negative side-effects. Schroeder (2008) argues that such an explanation

may only appeal to “A-type inconsistency,” where two states of mind are thus inconsistent just in

case they instantiate the same inconsistency-transmitting attitude toward inconsistent descriptive

contents. His expressivist framework predicts that (1) and (2) as well as (4) and (5) express A-type

inconsistent states, respectively, but (2) is also inconsistent with (3), as is (5):
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(1) Stealing is wrong. (2) Stealing is not wrong.

(3) Stealing is wrong and grass is green.

(4) Grass is green. (5) Grass is not green.

If our hope is to explain this fact in terms of A-type inconsistencies between attitudes, then (2)

and (3) must express the same attitude toward inconsistent contents, and so must (3) and (5).

It follows that descriptive and moral sentences express the same kind of attitude—a result that,

assuming that (4) and (5) express cognitive states of belief, runs counter to the main expressivist

contention that cognitive and noncognitive states are different kinds of psychological states (see

Schroeder (2008), who also highlights other problems that come with this result).

A dynamic analysis of negation predicts that (1) and (2) as well as (4) and (5) are inconsistent in

the sense that they induce A-type inconsistent states of mind. A dynamic analysis of conjunction as

sequential update predicts that (3) induces a conjunction of attitudes (rather than a single attitude

toward some conjunctive content), the first being noncognitive and A-type inconsistent with the

attitude induced by (2) while the second is cognitive and A-type inconsistent with the attitude

induced by (5). Inconsistency between sentences is explained in terms of A-type inconsistency

without collapsing the distinction between cognitive and noncognitive states of mind.

Framework (Sketch). An agent’s state of mind σ is modeled as a set of indices ι, where each

ι consists of a possible world wι ∈W and a set sι ⊆W of worlds that are preferred should wι turn

out to be actual world. Intuitively, σ is a state of believing that p just in case for all ι ∈ σ, wι ∈ p;

σ is a state of being for p just in case for all ι ∈ σ, sι ⊆ p. Update rules are provided for a language

L that contains a set of atomic descriptive sentences {pd, qd, rd, . . .} and a set of atomic evaluative

sentences {pe, qe, re, . . .} and that is closed under negation (¬) and conjunction (∧). The result of

updating σ with some φ ∈ L is defined as σ[φ] = {ι∶ ∃ι′ ∈ σ. ι′Rφι}, where ι′Rφι just in case (i) sι ≠ �,

(ii) wι′ = wι, and (iii) sι′ ↑wι′= sι. The function ↑w is recursively defined as follows:

(i) s ↑w pd = {v ∈ sι∶wι ∈ p} for some p ⊆W (iii) s ↑w ¬φ = s � (s ↑w φ)
(ii) s ↑w pe = {v ∈ sι∶ v ∈ p} for some p ⊆W (iv) s ↑w (φ ∧ ψ) = (s ↑w φ) ↑w ψ

Informally, a descriptive sentence induces a belief toward some proposition p by eliminating all

indices whose world-parameter wι fails to satisfy p (cf. (i)). An evaluative sentence induces a

pro-attitude toward some proposition p by eliminating from each sι all worlds that fail to satisfy

p (cf. (ii)). According to (iii), negation is set subtraction and so if, say, pe induces a pro-attitude
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toward p, then ¬pe induces that pro-attitude toward ∼p (the complement of p). To update with

a conjunction, update with the first conjunct and then update the resulting state with the second

conjunct (cf. (iv)). The analysis of quantification, while straightforward, is omitted here.

Finally, we define entailment and consistency in the usual dynamic fashion (see Veltman 1996):

(a) σ accepts φ, σ � φ, iff σ[φ] = σ

(b) φ1, . . . ,φn entails ψ, φ1, . . . ,φn � ψ, iff for all σ: σ[φ1] . . . [φn] � ψ

(c) φ1, . . . ,φn is consistent iff for some σ: σ[φ1] . . . [φn] ≠ �
Logical validity is analyzed in terms of guaranteed preservation of rational commitment. Two

sentences are inconsistent in case updating with them always results in the empty set. This defi-

nition in effect articulates the assumption that belief and being for are inconsistency-transmitting

attitudes since only the empy state can be one of believing, or being for, both p and ∼p.

Output. Going back to our example sentences (1)–(5): assume that (1) induces a state of

being for p and that (4) induces a state of believing that q . Then (2) induces a state of being for

∼p and (5) induces a state of believing that ∼q . Accordingly, (1) is inconsistent with (2)—updating

with (1) and (2) results in the empty state—and likewise (4) is inconsistent with (5). (3) induces

a state of being for p and of believing that q and is thus inconsistent with (2) and (5), as required.

Reassurances. There are some important details not given here but that are ready for the

talk, including: how the analysis preserves classical logic and avoids the expressivist problems

with disjunction noticed by Schroeder (ms.), why the choice of being for as an attitude toward

propositions rather than, say, actions is inessential, and why supplementing a truth-conditional

semantics with a dynamic expressivist pragmatics (Charlow 2013, Silk 2013) will not do.

Conclusion. Dynamic noncognitvism preserves insights from Schroeder-style expressivism

while avoiding its problems with arriving at a comprehensive solution to the Frege-Geach problem

for metaethical noncognitivism. This is not a merely technical result but motivated by the insight

that language is first and foremost a means for coordinating rational, which is lost in the mainstream

expressivist literature but very present in the writings of the early noncognitivists.
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