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42. Note that doing ¥ need not cause the satisfaction of the relevant desire. Suppo
Romeo desires to embrace Juliet. Romeo’s embracing Juliet does not cause
satisfaction of Romeo’s desire; it is rather that Romeo’s embracing Juliet bring:
about that his desire is satisfied. Another example is that omissions sometim
bring about satisfaction of desires. But omissions do not cause mnﬁr»smu .

43, Earlier versions of this paper were presented at a seminar at Stockholm Universi
at Filosofidagarna in Lund, June 2009; at the RoME congress in Boulder, Oouo.ﬂm
August 2009; and at a workshop on naturalism in ethics and Em.gwgémw
Leeds University, September 2009. | thank the participants, in particular Sel
Berker, Ross Cameron, Christian Coons, David Copp, Daniel ..m_mﬂmm? Ulsi
Heuer, Jonathan Ichikawa, Gerald Lang, Daniel Nolan, Jan Osterberg, K
Pettersson, Wlodek Rabinowicz, Ted Sider, Jussi Suikkanen, Pekka Vayrynen, @
Ralph Wedgwood, for helpful discussions. I am especially grateful G Matt Bed)
Stephen Finlay, Jens Johansson, Niklas Moller, and the editor of this volume,
their generous feedback.

1e Myth of Moral Fictionalism

ence Cuneo and Sean Christy

ralists wonder whether there is a place in the world for moral facts. Some
ve not, advocating either a view according to which moral discourse is
sively in error or one in which it fails to express moral propositions alto-
er. Other naturalists believe there is a place for moral facts, but only if
are identical with (or perhaps constituted by) natural facts. According
se philosophers, moral discourse embodies no fundamental error and
aightforwardly assertoric. For some time, many philosophers believed
hese positions exhausted the options for naturalists. Recently, how-
@ new position has emerged as an alternative. This position, dubbed
il fictionalism by its advocates, maintains that moral thought and dis-
se either are or should become modes of pretense, wherein we pretend
here are moral facts.
this paper, we explore the issue of whether moral naturalists should
pt moral fictionalism. We argue that they should not. Understood as
W about actual moral discourse, we claim that the position is false.
erstood as a position about how we ought to revise such discourse, we
that it is unfeasible. We do not deny that moral fictionalism has its

¢, especially for those of an anti-realist bent. But naturalists, we con-
, should resist its attractions.

ism: two elements

onalism is a type of view that comes in multiple, incompatible varieties.
s raises the question of whether there is a common core to the various
ions that are called fictionalist. About this issue we remain agnostic;
0 not know whether there is such a common core. We do, however,
ve that there are two claims that any plausible fictionalist position will
orporate.’ In this section, our task is to identify them.

0 identify these claims, it will be helpful to have some terminology at
d. Suppose we stipulate that the expression ‘the Fs’ can stand for entities
ny type whatsoever - possible worlds, material objects, gods, moral facts,
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or the like. Suppose, further, that we say that an existential proposition with
respect to the Fsis a proposition such that, were it true, it would imply that
there are Fs. Fundamental to fictionalism of any variety with respect to the
Fs is the claim that an agent can take up the fictive stance toward them.” A
agent S takes up the fictive stance toward the Fs, we shall assume, justin case
the following three conditions are satisfied.
First, S performs speech acts in a range of circumstances C that appeart
imply that she believes that there are Fs. That is, in C she performs speec
acts the awareness of which would, were one not 4n the know,” naturall
lead one to believe that she had thereby committed herself to the truth 0
some existential proposition with respect to the Fs. Second, in ﬁﬁmo:w
ing these speech acts S does not genuinely express any commitment ¢
there being Fs. In these circumstances, she doesn’t (intentionally) comin!
herself to the truth of any existential propositions with respect to the E
Third, when performing these speech acts, S does something else wit
regard to the existential propositions regarding the Fs: she plays the 10
of the believer, pretending to accept them.3 It may bear emphasizing t
the person who takes up such a stance might do so in such a way that s
offers no clues to her audience that she is doing so. That she takes up U
fictive stance, then, may be something of which her audience is entirgl
unaware.
For ease of reference, let us say that a fictioneer with respect to the Fs
a (mentally competent) adult agent who takes up the fictive stance W
regard to the Fs in a range of circumstances C. (We should add that thef
tioneer with respect to the Fs is not to be identified with the fictionalist ;
regard to the Fs. The latter, in our terminology, is Someone who acce
fictionalist theory regarding the Fs. We assume, however, that the fiction
may have no views about a fictionalist theory and, so, needn’t be a ficti
alist.) The fictioneer with respect to the gods, for example, is SOmeone ¥
in a given range of circumstances takes up the fictive stance with respec
the gods, performing speech acts that would appear to commit her to b e truth, Fred, who is a fictioneer with r
in the existence of the gods but in fact do not. ss stand. Fred is asked whether he b m:mﬁmmmw ct to the gods, takes the
We can now identify the two claims that we take to be common 10 ; led in human affairs. If Fred is sincere mdM at the gods have recently
plausible version of fictionalism with respect to the Fs. The first cla ommitment to such claims. His answer Ewmbcmﬁ.ww_mﬁ wm W I disavow
what we shall call: :m:n@ no recent activity on their part.’ Ew@,\mm %M_MMMMM M wwmmmw
Il say something like this: ‘Yes, I do believe in th
medm of .m:m.: recent exploits, I didn't express mzw WMMM %mﬁmwwﬂmw
s ko oh e o et
_ . r M else being equal) when he enters th
sophy seminar room he will shed any pretense r i i o e
@QM\ ﬁ%mmﬁ .:m Mm% exhibit in mm:mwoc&w W&:mma mOMMMMWSWWMMMW M%MMM
. n in the seminar room, he will n i e .
@a&o#m,. For, if fictionalists m\_uoﬁ Eoummﬂ%@wﬂwﬁm@“ﬂmwMM%MM o
/ the philosophy seminar room is a critical context. Itis a Emnw MMHMM

naintain any of these stances tow
] ard the F icti
e any o the s when she takes up the fictive
To i . .
%H MMMMMMmMmMWomm_MmH once again the subject of the gods. The fictioneer
o the gods may believe that there are
1 excellent reason to take u icti e e o et
p the fictive stance toward t} i
she believes that there ar i , e ot ot ot
; e good practical reasons to b
unity most of whose members beli i ot ety
ity ieve in the gods. Somewhat di
e fictioneer might sim . s, In thie
: ply be unsure about whether the gods exi i
se, she might take up the fictiv o s practs
e stance toward the gods for simil i
reasons. Finally, the fictioneer mi i i aods, bt she
reasons. ght firmly belijeve in the gods, b
ght find it beneficial to strike the ficti o thern in
: e fictional stance with re i
. . . gard to them in
= MMMMMMMMMM.@ as mﬁm might find that projecting fictions about them
, . ing others about the gods. To which it i
b ching : . lich it is worth addin
MM MMHMM_ @M:.;. H.ﬁ is, we assume, epistemically possible that either SM
,cb&. e .ﬁ 1eist is correct about the gods. If this is right, a plausible
ism with regard to the Fs can remain noncommittal about whether

um exist. MHnA~O-m sSm 2— res tt .Hr _ S n't uvmem m‘:% mvm:»_h C_m:
MH Wi (o Umﬁ O e :mmﬁw

he second claim that is central to fictionalism we term:

Back-off: In critical contexts, the fictioneer with respect to the Fs disa-

eémS:&mnao:mmamzm . . ..
diial. v%oBE;BmESSEmUﬁzmmyw:mwmmcﬁsw

mm%mw M%%Ef@ﬁmw of critical context in which the fictioneer with
 the Fs disavows any commitment to there being Fs. On this occ
we limit our attention to only one. "
2 HMMMM of MMEnMH no_sﬂmﬁ we have in mind is one that carries a strong
: n of truth-telling, such as the court i
room or the philosophy sem-
oom. Suppose that, after having sworn to tell the truth and D%Ebm

No Commitment: The agent who is a fictioneer with respect to t
needn’t (qua agent) take up one type of doxastic stance toward t
rather than another.

Philosophers typically maintain that an agent can take up any of thre
astic stances toward a proposition at a time: she can believe that it i
she can withhold judgment about its truth, or she can believe that it
true. No Commitment tells us that the fictioneer with regard to the
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philosophical reflection and the pursuit of truth are held in high regard
pretense held in low regard (Joyce, 2001, ch. 7, section 4). Or, to put it
guardedly, it is so under suitably idealized conditions.

ormer view maintain that it is fictional in character, while defenders
he latter view do not. Do we have reason to prefer one of these views to
ther? We believe so. To make our case, let us begin by working with an
mple in which we compare the moral domain with one in which we are
itly fictioneers.
any of us were reared by adults who were fictioneers about ‘creatures of
olidays.” Among other things, these adults told us about Santa Claus
his holiday doings. As children, many of us accepted this testimony at
 value, believing for some time all sorts of things about Santa and his
ities. Then some of us figured out that there couldn’t be such a man.
subsequently had our suspicions confirmed by peers, parents, teachers,
he like. Others of us, who didn’t figure this out for ourselves, were told
ults the (often jarring) truth. The adults we knew disavowed any com-
ent to the existence of Santa and other creatures of the holidays, teach-
us how properly to employ language that expresses fictional concepts.
o we find any parallel to this in the moral domain? As best we can tell,
Most of us were reared by adults who taught us that there are moral prin-
which are to be followed. Many of us accepted this testimony at face
. We accepted that stealing really is wrong, honesty is required, and so
- This teaching was reinforced by an elaborate program of social con-
oning in school, church, synagogue, youth camps, and the like. Perhaps
 of us harbored doubts about whether there really is such a moral code
vhether there is any reason to follow it. Still, in our youth, if we raised
bts about the reality of morality, our doubts were not by and large con-

d by peers, parents, priests, and teachers. Few of us had any parallel
e moral domain to the experience of being told there is no Santa. Few
s discovered that our parents or priests were fictioneers about morality;
never backed off the claim that, when they said that stealing is wrong,
were committing themselves to the wrongness of stealing.
lier we said that an important mark of fictional discourse is that, in
cal contexts, fictioneers with respect to the Fs disavow any commit-

to the Fs. We have drawn attention to a type of pedagogical context in
h children are taught the proper application of paradigmatic fictional
moral concepts, noting the differences between them. If pedagogical
exts are a type of critical context (in our sense of this term), then we
- identified evidence that the folk are not fictioneers about morality.
t us now round out the case for this claim. Following Joyce, we sug-
ed that the philosophy seminar room is a critical context (under suit-
dealized conditions), where truth is held in high regard and pretense
n low regard. If hermeneutic fictionalism were true, then one would
ct to hear philosophers in the seminar room disavowing the claim that
ordinary moral discourse commits them to moral truths, admitting
nie another that they, with the rest of the folk, are moral fictioneers. As
t readers will know, this is not what one in fact hears when one steps

2. Moral fictionalism: two types

Let us now turn our attention from fictionalism broadly understo
to moral fictionalism. If our discussion has been on the mark, we kno
that any plausible version of moral fictionalism will accept iooa.w H
Commitment and Back-off. What, however, renders a position a specig
moral fictionalism? ;
If recent philosophical discussion is any guide, it is the acceptance of o
of two claims. According to hermeneutic moral fictionalists, such as Z\
Eli Kalderon, sufficient for being a fictionalist about morality is accepti
the claim that ‘actual moral practice is best described in fictionalist ter
(Kalderon, 2005, p. 140). In our terminology, hermeneutic moral fictio
ism is the view that, when engaging in ordinary moral discourse, ordin
agents are fictioneers regarding the moral domain. By contrast, according
revolutionary moral fictionalists, such as Richard Joyce, sufficient for b
a moral fictionalist is accepting a thesis about the character of ordina
moral thought and discourse and a recommendation for how they shoul ‘
revised. Proponents of revolutionary moral fictionalism maintain that or
nary moral thought and discourse are massively mistaken, for they purp
to represent moral facts, which do not exist. However, M,uwmomowvmaw su
as Joyce also claim that the folk needn’t be mired in their noBB;Emﬁ
moral falsehoods. There is an exit strategy, which is that the folk collectivi
take up the fictive stance toward moral propositions. This is the revoluti
ary aspect of the position. The revolutionary moral fictionalist recomme
a radical revision of our moral practices.
Moral fictionalism, then, is the view that either ordinary thought and mo
discourse are fictive or that they should be. Kalderon offers various reaso
to accept the former view, while Joyce furnishes reasons to embrace the lat
position. In what follows, we shall largely pass over the reasons offere .
mmnm@s:m either of these positions, opting instead to engage with the vie
themselves. Our central contention is that neither of these views should
accepted. Hermeneutic moral fictionalism offers us an incorrect account
the character of ordinary moral discourse, while revolutionary moral ficti
alism fails to offer compelling reasons to believe that it is the best resporise
the recognition that the moral beliefs of the folk are in massive error.

3. Against hermeneutic moral fictionalism

Hermeneutic and revolutionary moral fictionalism offer us strikingly ¢
ferent accounts of the nature of ordinary moral discourse. Proponents
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into a philosophy seminar room. Rather, one hears philosophers defendin ;mmnr.m.ﬁ om. a given type is an intentional or deliberate action. Asserting
all manner of metaethical views, ranging from Platonism to construct oposition is not something that happens to us; it is an action that we
ism to expressivism. In their defenses of these views, some @::omowu Avmmmﬁmd\ @QEHE. mfu@om@ turther, that expressing a fictive stance is a
hazard generalizations about the character of oa.S.mQ moral a.anoﬁ n: mn.ﬁ of a m?mm WEQ, (or something very similar thereto) and, hence,
maintaining that ordinary moral discourse is best viewed as being ass w» m.n IS cmcwﬁ% intentionally performed.® Given these assumptions, is
toric (or expressive, as the case may be). Conspicuously lacking, howevt mc.mHEm to believe that we are entirely in the dark about our speech act
is any indication that these philosophers have ‘come clean’ about the & zsoﬁ when we engage in moral discourse?
that they, along with the rest of the folk, are engaged in .?mﬁmbmm when ﬁ e think not. We human beings, after all, are story-telling animals.
participate in ordinary moral discourse outside the mmm:bm: room. petent adults know well the difference between spinning fictions and
We could go on in this vein for some time, pointing out 9.3 _.ﬁ is 12 me the moc.mﬁ truth about some matter. We navigate the distinction all
to find ordinary people disavowing their commitment to morality in ow ime. >Q.Ew§ma? here and there we may unintentionally ‘fall into’ tak-
critical contexts, such as the courtroom Of in situations in which there 1p wrm fictive stance. But, highly unusual cases aside, we are capable of
high welfare cost to being committed to moral principles. To be mc.Hm, furn ming s%m.: we vm.<m done so. If this is right, then we can concede that
ing additional cases of these types would strengthen the case against het epresentational idioms are sometimes ambiguous. And we can concede
neutic moral fictionalism, providing us with additional reasons to bel Sm cannot grasp the character of moral discourse simply by examining
that hermeneutic moral fictionalism falls afoul of Back-off. Arguably, h <0nm@:_.m§ And we can concede that we can be mistaken about our
ever, adducing more cases of this variety would make little wmmméw%. mmw des and H.H:Q.Eo:m. It is, however, one thing to concede all this and
hermeneutic moral fictionalism. Why? Because hermeneutic moral rnﬁw er to EmESE that nearly all of us all of the time are mistaken about
ists such as Kalderon hold that the folk unwittingly take up the fictive st we me doing when we engage in moral discourse - that, for some rea-
toward morality. In Kalderon's view, it is no surprise that the folk fail to _wmﬁ it comes to the moral domain in particular, we are unable to draw
off any apparent commitment toward morality in critical contexts. .aw : ﬁnzo:. 5.2 we naturally and easily make in other domains, namely,
not do so because they do not understand that, when they engage 11 iy en ﬁm:mﬂzm a proposition and taking up the fictive stance toward
discourse, they are taking up the fictive stance at all (2008, p. 153). our _:Qm?mﬂm to attribute this mistake to the folk would require an
The claim that ordinary people are massively and unwittingly in rdinary _cm.srnwzop The justification, as best we can tell, is not avail-
about what they are doing when they engage in actual moral disco Jiven certain assumptions about meaning, we can imagine that ordi-
offends Davidsonian sensibilities: it is an uncharitable view of the ople do not know what some of their claims mean. But we do not see
Kalderon is sensitive to this worry. He contends, however, that it ca folk would fail to have any inkling about what types of speech act
addressed satisfactorily, offering several reasons to believe that it i end to perform when they engage in moral discourse.
implausible to think that the folk are in the dark about E,m charact d, we suspect that the w.u:oé:m\ more robust claim is true: itis impos-
ordinary moral discourse. After all, our attitudes and mnﬁowm‘ Kald m.ﬂ ﬁ.rm folk be systematically deceived about whether they are taking
points out, are often not transparent to us. We moaman.wmm don’t know HQZ.m Mﬁwznm toward moral facts when engaging in moral discourse.
we really believe or want. Furthermore, we cannot discern the cha o.mm itis true ‘Sﬁ performing a speech act of a given type is typically
o moral discourse simply by looking more closely at the \no:mma of do:m; oa. deliberate action: unusual cases aside, an agent performs a
vocabulary’ (2005, p. 154). Accordingly, if one is not already ‘in the mﬁ of m. given type only if he intends to perform it. Suppose, further-
about how such discourse is being used, it is impossible to discern genu 1t SwEm.:@ the fictive stance with respect to the Fs is to engage in
assertoric from fictional discourse. Finally, Kalderon claims, our ‘repte: . Emﬁm.da.ﬂbm to commit oneself to there being Fs. Suppose, finally,
tional idioms’ are ambiguous. 'Sometimes’, Kalderon writes, ‘by “rept moral fictionalism is true, moral discourse consists in expressing the
ing o as F” we mean that the proposition that o is F is being put @. ‘ Es.nm. ﬁo@m.a moral facts (or propositions). If these three claims are
true. Sometimes by “representing o as F” we mean that g.m Eowowﬁn en it m difficult to see how it could be that, when engaging in ordi-
o is F is expressed whether of not that proposition is being ﬁ:.hm forw oral discourse, agents systematically and unwittingly pretend that
true’ (2005, p. 155). The folk cannot be expected to mark the differen E.OB_ facts. What, after all, would it be for someone systematically
1s Kalderon’s response adequate? Well, suppose we focus for the m ttingly to pretend that there are things of a certain kind?
on the character not of moral thought but of moral discourse. And sy than drop the matter here, let us offer a conjecture about what may
we assume that, unusual cases aside, such as slips of the tongue, @m&o Kalderon to the position that we are all unwitting fictioneers with
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regard to morality. In a fine chapter about expressivisim, Kalderon notes:t
expressivist attempts to solve the Frege—Geach problem suffer from a fai
to distinguish the state of believing from its object (2008, pp. 61-4). Leavi
aside the details of Kalderon's argument for the moment, it is worth nott
that the term ‘fiction’ is systematically ambiguous in much the same wa w
the term ‘belief’. The word ‘fiction’ can be used to talk of the act of proje
ing a fiction, such as when we say ‘John is engaged in an elaborate fictiol
or the object of a propositional attitude, such as when we say that ‘Wt
John believes is an elaborate fiction.’ In his official presentation of the vi
(chapter 3), Kalderon works with the first use of the term. He maintains
to be a fictioneer is not to be identified with directing one’s attitude towar
fiction but to take up the fictive stance toward a proposition. In the last ch
ter of his book, however, when Kalderon furnishes examples of unwitt
fictioneers, such as the members of Moore's Bloomsbury group, he empl
the term ‘fiction’ in the second sense to denote not the fictive stance bu
object of an attitude. "Moore’s Principia, according to Kalderon, ‘functio
as the master fiction’ of the Bloomsbury group (2005, p. 162).
Note, however, that, if one uses the term in this latter sense, it is natt
to think that one can unwittingly be a fictioneer. According to thisu
standing, so long as the object of one’s attitude is a fiction, one is ther
a fictioneer. Moore, we concede, may have been a fictioneer in this s
Non-naturalism may, after all, be a fiction in the sense thatitisa rathe
tastic position that is false. (This is one way to interpret J.L. Mackie's
ment from queerness: non-naturalism is just too fantastic to be true
is, then this is something of which Moore may have been entirely una
But, even supposing that one can unwittingly project a fiction, we f
incredible to believe that a philosopher of Moore’s sophistication a
followers were unwittingly engaged in pretense when defending mora
naturalism. Accordingly, we balk at attributing such a position to Kalde
Hence our conjecture: what accounts for the characterization of Mo
a moral fictioneer is that Kalderon has lost sight of the difference be
taking up the fictive stance toward a proposition and having a fictio
the object of one’s propositional attitudes. Similarly, we conjecture th
plausibility that attaches to the claim that the folk are unwitting ficti
is due to the fact that we are thinking of them as fictioneers only actice? Joyce points to two. First, engaging i
sense that the object of their moral attitudes is a fiction. We conced says Joyce, bolsters mm:Aostw %Hom:mm N,Bo.a al ﬂwocmg and dis-
this may be the case. But it should not lead us to believe that, when le actions with a zgcm?cm,gowmmmmm: W,Ew w_m.w.ﬁo: HBw:mm” certain
ing in actual moral discourse, ordinary people are moral fictioneets ng performed’ (2001, p. 181) Ewﬁ\“&mm ich raises 5.@ rwm:wooa of
sense we described at the outset of our discussion. undesirable actions with a Bmﬁ-:oﬁ-cmuQ:O;Mwwmwmaom%ﬂﬁom imbues
elihood of their being performed. Second, m u. h o Coereases
rovide a foundation for social cohesion %\_oaom ﬂv.ocmrm and dis-
ther and is an economical way of ?mmmm:u. ality Emm‘ communi-
fit or the detriment of the 855.55 o:% Mi:nr actions are for
cntim over 15 oo ey . el e O ey

mwmwwodmma%w EM said, defend the view that actual moral thought and
re fictional. Revolutionary moral ficti i
tionalists d intai
hat actual moral dis i or ertoric and s
course is both straightforwardly i
- . [ y assertoric and mas-
%bw: MMMMM CDMHHWm other error theorists, however, revolutionary moral
not leave it at that. They offer a pr
! : . oposal for respondi
iscovery of this error, which is t ﬁ. P ourse imto
overy O hat we transform moral discourse into
t us !
%ﬁmmm_wmmﬂw Moa,mﬁmmzwma s sake, that moral discourse is in error in the
orists believe. Revolutionary moral ficti i
; . . tionalists r i
ctionalism is not the onl ¢ iscon cal error
‘ y response to the discovery of
¢ are other options, of which J i ifi e first 1s abot
: , oyce identifies three. The first i i
m, which is the view that a iscovery of e &
v proper response to the discov i
y : ery of error is
- MMMAMMSOMWHM %mmﬂom moral concepts. The second is hSME%m:&MS
e elites, who are those philosophicall isti {
gh to engage in metaethics, hu dence of the et
, , hush up the evidence of
| o cngage In metacthic . ce of the error so that
) gaging in moral discourse and thinking i i
terms. The third option, whi ecs mook. but o
‘ , which goes unnamed in J ’ ’
ntransigentism, says that th scovers ot ermme
e proper response to the disc
" : . ‘ overy of error
nu% on with d.ucmEmmm as usual, refusing to entertain mszc&W any evi
%ﬁ contradicts the claims made in moral discourse T
H .M . . ;
’ Sawum Mm%w\nﬂ mw:m of these options is satisfactory. Abolitionism, says
reme. If Joyce is correct, adopting it will i \
 honreme. 1 Joye , pting it wi resultin a loss of the
y, such as its ability to provide a f i
cohesion. Propagandism, i is i Dty unetable. To oo
| . , in contrast, is inherently unstabl i
it is to run the risk that th ill fi ot the decepion,
e folk will find out about i
s to the decept
ngin ‘a very confused grou y gy
p of people, unsure of what t i
to trust their normal belief in 0oL o pre
. : -producing mechanisms’ (2001 6
sigentism, finally, would merel e e
, lly, y be a temporary res i
of error, for ‘[njo polic et fatsebonds o
) y that encourages the belief in f
omulgation of false beliefs i i iy oo, o1
in others, will be practicall i
n' (ibid.). Fictionalism is th Dt g the ot becansm
S e best option among the f i
moral thought and discour i P
se still to be i
o hought practiced and, hence, the folk

t are the practical benefits of continuing to engage in moral thought

4. Against revolutionary moral fictionalism

Earlier we claimed that hermeneutic and revolutionary moral fictio
offer very different accounts of the nature of moral discourse. Herm
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these benefits exactly as they did before the error was discovered. Still,
tionalism, Joyce claims, stands a better chance than the other three optio
of preserving these benefits. Because of this, Joyce recommends implemer
ing the revolutionary program, claiming that it is the best response to
discovery of error.
Of this we are dubious. In our judgment, there are other non-fictiona
responses to the discovery of error that are at least as promising as re
lutionary fictionalism. In this regard, consider propagandism once aga
Recall that, according to Joyce, propagandism is the view that the eli
who are those philosophically sophisticated enough to engage in metaet]
ics, hush up the evidence of error so that the folk can continue using mo
discourse and thinking in ordinary moral terms. It is worth emphasizi
however, that this view can be understood more expansively than Jo
describes it. Let us call a more expansive version of this position propaga
dism in the broad sense. Fundamental to propagandism in the broad sense a
the following three claims.

First, the error theorist’s diagnosis of ordinary moral discourse is cott .
Actual moral discourse is by and large in fundamental error.

Second, while those aware of the error should be prepared to cover up
dence of it were the need to arise, the need in fact rarely arises. Why not.
propagandists in the broad sense are correct, for at least the following reaso
For one, the folk generally have neither the time nor the resources to ded
to thinking through metaethical matters. Philosophy, for most, is a luxu
Moreover, many are unable to appreciate the reasons for believing that
error has been committed. After all, to appreciate the nature of the error a
the reasons for believing that it has been committed requires not only s
ficient time, effort, and training, but also a level of conceptual sophistica _
not possessed by most people. (It may be worth reminding ourselves of
degree of sophistication required to understand, say, Blackburn’s argumel
from supervenience or Horgan and Timmons’ Moral Twin Earth argume
Finally, appreciating the error requires being open to seriously consider
of views that ate opposed to deeply entrenched convictions about morali
convictions that are often grounded in religious beliefs and practices. M
of the folk do not exhibit openness of this sort. If propagandists in the br
sense are right about all this, attempting to communicate to the folk wh
at stake in metaethical debates and what should be done about it is notw
the trouble. Better to let sleeping dogs lie. ‘

Third, and finally, those aware of the error must often engage in m
deliberation with the folk. Propagandists in the broad sense maintain
the best way to do so is not to take up the fictive stance toward moral pt
sitions in which we pretend to assert them. Rather, they recommend
the elite take up various types of non-doxastic stances toward moral pr
sitions, employing them in ordinary speech not to pretend to assert th
but to do such things as encourage, edify, or blame their interlocu

Sﬁ.m&& to the uninitiated, the linguistic expression of these non-
Wwdm stances will often appear to be one or another species of assertion
Ewmm:@ they are not. To use the vernacular of speech act theory, s&mm
aging in ordinary moral discourse, the elite present moral Eowo\mﬁoa
soas 8. assert them (or pretend to assert them) but to have various kinds
m%ww%ﬁodm&\ effects on their audience, such as their feeling encouraged
U, this view any less plausible than revolutionary moral fictionalism?
pose we m.ﬁmwown: this question by doing a miniature cost-benefit mnm:..
, comparing the virtues and vices of each view. It is clear that there
ne sense in which revolutionary moral fictionalism appears to have a
1 advantage over propagandism in both senses we distinguished earlier
else being equal, having massive amounts of false beliefs is bad sz
,9«.‘« for the moment, that the value of truth is not merely quﬁs.m:g_
ww is, we assume, something non-instrumentally worthwhile about mmw
:%8 cognitive contact with reality.) Accordingly, if someone were to
himself with packs of false beliefs about what Locke called ‘matters of
simal concernment,’ such as morality and religion, then he should want
medy this. To its credit, revolutionary moral fictionalism recognizes
And it offers a strategy for remedying the problem, at least when it
s to morality. Propagandism, in contrast, does not.
1, once the problem is recognized, one should like to have a strategy
has a decent chance of fixing it. The worry about the strategy that revo-
nary moral fictionalists recommend is that it will not fix the problem
at follows, we raise four difficulties with their view. .
e first wm. that successfully implementing the revolutionary strategy
res.convincing enough people that their moral views are massively in
. The EoE.mB is not so much the practical issue of how one would go
t ,QUBSCESQDW this message to the world (late night infomercials?)
s it that it is unclear who would communicate the message. 3083#&.
t count, evenn among philosophers, there are rather few error theorists
mmunicate it.) It is rather that, according to revolutionary fictionalists
as Joyce, the reasons for believing that there is an error are philosophi-
mmcam:? The arguments themselves, moreover, are run-of-the-mill
sophical arguments. That is, they are extremely contentious; they do
ommand anything like widespread assent event among those <“Eo dedi-
heir lives to considering them.
nsider, for example, the most celebrated of these arguments, namely,
ie's so-called argument from queerness. It purports to m:o? that m
| truths exist, then they would be very odd, unlike anything else wzm
unter in our ordinary lives. Suppose the argument is correct in its cen-
ontention. The fundamental problem with the argument, at least as
he wmé&:mos goes, is that many philosophers are willing to Um:m<m
¢ things. More importantly, so also are the folk. The vast majority of




96 Terence Cuneo and Sean Christy The Myth of Moral Fictionalism 97

the folk, after all, believe in God. To inform the folk that morality is stt.
in roughly the way that God is strange would hardly be to offer them
(psychologically) compelling reason to believe that their moral viewsa
massive error. Indeed, if we appreciate the degree to which moral view
intertwined with religious ones, we can better see how much the revoluti
must accomplish. Arguably, it must convince the folk not merely thatm
facts do not exist, but also that God does not exist. This is a tall order
has been tried before on a national scale (Soviet Russia comes to mind) w
limited success.

So, revolutionary moral fictionalism faces the formidable problem of ¢
vincing the folk of the truth of error theory. Progagandism in the broads
does not face any similar problem. It does not even attempt to convil
ordinary people of the fact that their moral views are in massive error.

A second difficulty with the strategy that revolutionary fictionalist
ommend concerns moral pedagogy. Suppose we assume that the unlik
has occurred: through a process of rational persuasion and what Ric ‘
Rorty calls ‘sentimental education,’ error theorists have ushered in the
tionalist eschaton. In the eschaton, most of the folk have been convin
of the error of both their moral and religious views. Moreover, they h
revolutionized their moral practices in such a way that they now conds
their moral discourse as fictioneers. The fictioneers, however, now fac
question: how do we ensure that this way of moral thinking and talk
passed down to and endorsed by the next generation?

Let us assume that, to reap the social and personal benefits of moral
the children must be taught that stealing is really and truly wrong, hon
is really and truly the best policy, and so on. At no point in their yous
years will there be anything in their moral training analogous fo being
that Santa does not exist. The risks of doing so would be too high: confu
mistrust, and disorientation might ensue, justifications could not be ¢
municated well enough because most lack the conceptual sophisticatio
understand them, and some might legitimately wonder why moral thot
should be taken so seriously if it is mere pretense. In effect, then, the ye
will be reared in such a way that they will be given little indication of m
ity’s true status. This has two results worth highlighting. _

First, revolutionary moral fictionalism is not so different from propa
dism in the narrow sense introduced earlier. In the eschaton, those ‘in
know’ must engage in an extensive hushing-up of the truth to the yo
We have already noted that Joyce believes that this position is unsus
able, at least when it comes to morality. But if it is, say, because it risk:

opagandism. Both views share, if not the same problem, at least very
I ones.
ond, suppose that in the eschaton the induction into the life of being a
1 fictioneer were deferred until later in life - say, until the age of matu-
Joyce, 2001, p. 229). If so, then justifications would have to be offered
, And presumably these would be the same justifications mentioned
1, namely, philosophical arguments of various kinds, perhaps but-
d by various manipulative techniques. But it is not a predetermined
me that, upon engaging with them, the uninitiated would become
neers about morality. Consider a parallel. Imagine that most people
fictioneers about God but raised their children in a religious envi-
ient, which gave no indication that their parents, priests, and teach-
id not believe that God exists. Upon being told the truth about what
parents, priests, and teachers believe about God, it would be, we think,
v optimistic to expect that the youth would become fictioneers about
on. Presumably the youth would have varied reactions to the news
erning the true views of their parents, priests, and teachers. They might
nue to be theists, or become Mackie-style atheists, or embrace expres-
m about religion. Similarly, when told the truth about what their par-
ﬁﬁzmm? and teachers believe about morality, we should expect similar
ions. Those made privy to the real views of their parents, priests, and
ers might continue along just as they were, embracing something like
m. Alternatively, they might become disenchanted with all the secrecy
cecept abolitionism. To expect a homogeneous response would be to
too much.
here is a second problem for revolutionary moral fictionalism. It is a
blem that propagandism in the broad sense does not face. If propagan-
of this sort were true, there would be no need to try to indoctrinate the
1 incsuch a way that they, too, become fictioneers about morality. In a
e, there is no problem of propagation for propagandists.
now turn to the third problem. In various places, Joyce compares revo-
aty moral fictionalism to Hume's position regarding skepticism about
xternal world (2001, pp. 190-94). Recall that, according to Hume, when
in his study, he can become quite exercised about skeptical problems,
ng himself deeply perplexed by the issues. But, when he steps out of his
' for.a game of backgammon with his friends, these skeptical worries
e. His indigenous belief-forming faculties take over and Hume finds
m: unable to accept skepticism about the external world, comporting
f like an ordinary human being,
w suppose morality were similar to skepticism of this sort. In critical
then so also is revolutionary moral fictionalism. Admittedly, the conf Xts such as the seminar room, one finds oneself convinced by various
and disorientated will likely not be the adult fictioneers but the youth. realist arguments. But, when one emerges, one finds oneself thinking
the risk of this seems severe enough that it is very difficult to see how cting as if certain acts really are wrong and certain character traits
olutionary moral fictionalism can be recommended as a superior op: are morally admirable. One’s indigenous belief-forming faculties take
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over and one cannot help but accept these things. The phenomenology.
of moral experience forces this upon us.8 But if this were the case, thes
revolutionary moral fictionalism would have a problem. The point of thi
revolution, after all, is to extricate the folk from error. But if, i /
contexts, the folk were to find themselves accepting moral proposition:
then the error would not have been averted. The folk would find themselve
continually backsliding into their indigenous realist habits of mind (recal
that, for revolutionary moral fictionalists such as Joyce, this is our natut
disposition). Admittedly, if this were true, the error would not be on th
same scale as it was before the revolution. In critical contexts at least, th
folk would accept the truth. Still, the errot would be considerable. It woul :
be bad enough that the point of implementing the revolution would ha at m.mnzmmmw of us, sometimes suffering or death. Presumably, in the fic-
been largely scuttled. ‘ nalist eschaton, the folk would be aware of this. Not only would they be
Let us be clear about what we are claiming. We have not claimed that, we are of this, but, as moral fictioneers, they would also realize that they can
the fictionalist eschaton to be realized, the folk would lapse into their 8&_ ve back and forth between ordinary and critical contexts with relative
habits. Rather, our claim is twofold. First, revolutionary moral fictionali e. They will realize that, while one is in an uncritical context, a critical
cannot lean too heavily on parallels with Humean critical contexts. We 1 ext in which one backs off the fictive stance is only a step away, as it
the parallels close, their project would be jeopardized. Second, and mo me..ﬁim wz.uwd@@ a question: if most people realized all this, would the
importantly, it is critical for the revolution to guarantee that when oper bility mOdQ.EOGm that attach to the institution of morality be satisfied?
ing in ordinary contexts most agents do not lapse into the habit om.wng.‘ ‘ m.Hmmw thing we want to do is issue dire predictions about the death of
accepting moral propositions. Rather, were revolutionary moral fictionali rality in the fictionalist eschaton. Perhaps morality would keep chugging
to achieve its aim, ordinary moral agents would have to become like exp ng as it has for millennia. But we have our doubts. We do not doubt that,
actors. They would have to become people who are capable of Emnwwa n the cost of commitment to morality is high, some fictioneers will hold
their ordinary beliefs, wholeheartedly immersing themselves into fictio ‘ mon example, we can imagine people becoming so attached to their role
roles, and yet not believe what they say when occupying them (Joyce, 20 wmﬁm a moral fictioneer that they could not bear backing off morality
p. 219). We worry that this is to demand too much of the folk. To op 1 it calls for sacrifice. And we can imagine others being gripped by the
ate in this way requires not only that the folk reliably keep QEQ& ‘ that backing off would threaten to undermine the institution, which
ordinary contexts distinct, but also that they exercise remarkable discipl memw value. Still, in the eschaton we suspect that many others would
and imagination when in ordinary contexts, governing their belief-form it difficult to see why they should sacrifice anything of importance
faculties in such a way that they do not produce moral beliefs. Perhaps t orality’s sake. These people know full well that morality has its uses
could be accomplished in some way. But we imagine that for many this ough it is worth noting that the values appealed to by philosophers
prove psychologically very difficult. We are not hopeful that the folk as Joyce are general, impersonal ones, such as helping to secure social
want to put forward the effort. , sion). But they realize that their commitment to it is at bottom pretense;
A third difficulty for revolutionary moral fictionalism, then, is that it are playing the role of being a true believer. We suspect that many will
the folk reliably to accomplish something that is psychologically very ly wonder whether maintaining the pretense is worth it when the costs
ficult to do. Propagandism in the broad sense, by contrast, requires nog onforming to morality are high, such as when it threatens one’s own
this. If it were implemented, ordinary people would be able to go on lat, vﬁnm or that of one's loved ones.
as they always have. e ,&mwama justifications for standing fast, after all, are unavailable.
We have just pointed out that, even if the folk were persuaded to bet al fictioneers do not believe that moral norms are the expressions of the
moral fictioneers, there is no guarantee that they could reliably imim nm a benevolent deity who will reward the faithful for conforming to
themselves in this role. It may prove too challenging. Imagine, how: . And they do not believe that moral norms are somehow ‘magnetic’,
that this concern could be addressed satisfactorily. There is still another ato believed of the Form of the Good. Nor do they believe that these
ficulty worth raising, and that is whether the institution of morality W 1s have rational authority in Kant’s sense or hook into our deepest cares
survive if the folk were to become moral fictioneers. ‘ 8%% Aristotelian fashion. If any of these views were true, there would

When Joyce addresses the issue of why abolitionism is unacceptable,
eye is on the benefits of morality. He observes that engaging in moral
ctice has certain practical benefits: it promotes self-control and social
esion. Let us now add that, for the institution of morality to have these
nefits, certain stability conditions must be satisfied. Among other things,
practices that the institution recommends must be such that they can
reliably passed on from generation to generation, they must be such that
te is a fairly high degree of conformance with them, and they must be
h that the people think it makes sense to engage in them.
uppose, however, that, instead of emphasizing the benefits of morality,
were to focus on its costs. We know that morality is hard. It can demand
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be a robust story to tell about why morality should command our m:mmm,ﬁ
even when the cost of conforming to it is high. But none of these stories
available to the moral fictioneer. Or, more exactly, they are available, b
only as mere stories, fictions alongside many others that have .@uumﬁmw
uses. Revolutionary moral fictionalists maintain that moral practice will
on in much the same way as it did prior to the revolution. The worry
wish to raise is that we do not have sufficient reason to expect that itw
Fictionalism may have the paradoxical consequence that accepting it w
undermine the very purpose for which it was introduced, namely, susta
ing the institution of morality. .

So, there is a fourth difficulty that revolutionary moral fictionalism m
face, which is whether it can sustain allegiance to morality in such a wa
that the institution is stable. Propagandism in the broad sense, by contia
has no similar difficulty. The folk have at their disposal all the standard j
tifications for believing that conforming to morality, even when the ¢o!
are high, is well worth it. On the assumption that the folk mm:.mS:% WO
be unmoved by the types of considerations that move some twaaowrmﬂ
become moral anti-realists, then the folk can appeal to these justificati ould be attractive to naturalists of an anti-realist bent. As we presented
when the price of conforming to morality is high. propagandism in the broad sense accepts the error theorist’s diagnosis of

When assessing his own case for revolutionary fictionalism, Joyce inary morality: large portions of ordinary moral discourse are in mas-
modest, writing: e error. But it rejects the revolutionary moral fictionalist’s remedy: the
onise to this error is not to transform moral discourse. Rather, it is to
e or less leave things as they are. Of course, moral anti-realists must
n engage with the folk in moral deliberation. Propagandists in the broad
e suggest that the best way to do so is to take up various types of non-
astic stances toward the moral propositions that the folk assert. As we
we think there is much to like about this view. But an elaboration of it
have to wait for another day.'®

onalism promises to sidestep thorny ontological issues. In principle,
uralists who are fictionalists could simply remain non-committal about
ther there are moral facts - why not wait until science gives us reason
ump one way or the other? - while recommending a view about moral
scourse according to which the folk needn’t commit any mistake of the
error theorists countenance. Moreover, the view may avoid the stand-
pitfalls of expressivist views, such as making sense of moral argumenta-
ton. According to fictionalism, the object of moral judgments is, or should
_moral propositions.” Still, identifying a plausible version of moral fic-
alism has proved elusive. Fictionalism does not capture the character
rdinary moral discourse. And it is not apparent that we could revise
al discourse in the way some fictionalists recommend. We conclude that
leading question should be answered in the negative. There are better
ons for naturalists to embrace than moral fictionalism.
Among these options, we believe, is the view we have called propagan-
in the broad sense. In our engagement with revolutionary moral fic-
alism, we presented the rudiments of this rival position, suggesting that

I do not pretend to have firmly established the case that taking the
tive stance towards morality will definitely bring pragmatic gains. [
an empirical matter, and I have only put forward some consideration:
favor of the hypothesis, not a mature theory....[MJy mﬁmﬁdmmﬁ doe:
depend upon the fictive stance providing an enormous practical g
if the returns are reliably just slightly higher than those of its ¢
petitors, then the case for moral fictionalism is made. (2001, p. 228;
pp- 230-31) ;

2.

In a similar spirit, we acknowledge that the cost-benefit analysis we
vided would have to be expanded considerably to establish decisively that
tionalism is not a better option than its competitors. Still, we submit that
have furnished enough evidence to induce doubt that the returns of mnmo;
ism are at all higher than some of its competitors. These doubts, we sub
leave us with no more reason to accept revolutionary moral fictionalism t
other alternatives such as propagandism in the broad sense identified eat!

ve t those familiar with Mark Eli Kalderon's and Richard Joyce’s work on moral fic-
onalism, the first claim is inspired by Kalderon's Moral Fictionalism (2005), while
e second is inspired by Joyce’s The Myth of Morality (2001).

t toward the existential propositions with respect to the Fs, depending on
hether one thinks of such an attitude along de re/predicative or de dicto lines.
e shall slide between both ways of characterizing the fictive stance. Clearly,
_tionalism must be understood in such a way that taking up the fictive stance
ward the Fs does not imply that the Fs exist. There are several ways to secure this
sult, among which is to stipulate that the expression ‘the Fs’ designates a role of
Certain kind that may or may not be occupied. Oddie (2005, pp. 12-13) offers a
Ipful discussion of this approach.

Ideron (2005, pp. 119-29) canvasses several ways in which pretense of this sort
n be understood.

0 points bear mention: first, some might wonder whether it is possible to take
 the fictive stance toward a proposition that one believes is true. To see that

5. Conclusion

We began our discussion by raising the following question: should natu
ists be moral fictionalists? There is no denying that in some respects
tionalism should be attractive to naturalists. In its most plausible for
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this is indeed possible, it is helpful to recognize, first, that a fiction needn't:b
a false proposition and, second, there is nothing about the concept ‘the fictivi
stance’ which implies that its object be a proposition that the fictioneer believ

is false. Think of historical fiction in this regard. Presumably, when projecting
work of historical fiction, authors such as James Michener take up the fictive stan
toward a wide range of propositions that they believe are true. Still, in projectin
such a world, they do not present them as true. Second, some fictionalist position
commit themselves to the claim that fictional discourse about the Fs such as “Th
Fs are P’ should be glossed as ‘In the fiction, the Fs are Ps. Claims such as thi
it is said, are true just in case in the fiction the Fs are P. And, on the assumptio
that some such claims are true, fictionalism implies that there are some fiction
fruths. We do not attribute this position to moral fictionalists, as neither of §
main defenders, Kalderon or Joyce, explicitly embraces it. (In fact, Joyce rejects
For a discussion, see Kalderon (2005), p. 121 and Joyce (2001), p. 200.

5. Alston (2000) defends the view that, in the paradigmatic case, speech acts a
intentional, while Wolterstorff (1980) defends the position that projecting a fi
tion is an illocutionary act. ; ;

6. Here Joyce quotes from Richard Garner. e’s account of : .

7. Those familiar with the literature on fictionalism know that there are two ma 1t to whole — 2“” M”MMbmwnmoom M.ﬁﬁﬁm_ mmbﬂmd.nmm should fit - roughly, as
schools of thought regarding the character of fictive discourse. Some, such hen we ask. though. wh unt o the meaning of sentences in general.
John Searle (1979), maintain that it consists in pretending to assert propositior thical 4 gh, W lere one widely discussed account of the meaning
Others, such as Nicholas Wolterstorff (1980), believe that it consists in taking ica .wmamznmm fits with more general accounts of meaning, the answe
other non-doxastic attitudes toward them with the purpose of having some p ustratingly unclear. The account I have in mind is the sort Mum met E.H
Jocutionary effect on an audience. Propagandism in the broad sense, in effe xpressivism inspired by Ayer, Stevenson, and Hare d def L and
appropriates this latter view without maintaining that it best captures the ¢ ked out in more detail recently by Emnwmcg @wd,mw% wsm mﬂMma m% ¢

i : : . ’ otners.
irst aim (Section 1) in this paper is to pose this @:mmaob‘wdocﬁ mxwmmﬂw

acter of fictive discourse.
8. Horgan and Timmons (2007), though not themselves moral realists, maint S commi .
; itm :
that moral phenomenology has many of the features that realists claim it dog ink is ents in the wﬁmog of meaning and to characterize the answer

9. Although see Joyce (2001), p. 200 for a contrary view.  most Smgnm_.\ given the place expressivist accounts attempt to .
10. We wish to thank Dan Hooley, Don Loeb, Rik Peels, and René van Woudenbey, Py &5?5 metaethics. This involves appeal to an ideationalist account ,

Bmmzus%. beo%:bﬁm@ for the expressivist, however, this answer gener- :
ﬁHom:P:wB%mmOOSQEBAwanODNVﬂoﬁﬁmimﬁmgmmwnogma.

as well as an audience at the Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam for their comme
my third aim (Section 3) is to argue that this problem doesn’t extend

e sort o.m mnno.ca of the meaning of ethical claims that I favor, which is
expressivism in rejecting a representationalist order of mmBm:‘nn expla-
n E: unlike expressivism in basing an alternative order of mmEmMﬁ.
anation on inferential role rather than expressive function. N

xpressivism, Inferentialism and
he Theory of Meaning

latthew Chrisman

Introduction

pressivism and the theory of meaning

thics is often taught as beginning - in a way that has any clear distinc-
rom s.ozzmml\m ethics — with Moore’s (1903, chapter 1) discussion of
aturalistic fallacy” and presentation of the ‘open-question argument’
mﬁ ﬂrm. wmawnmo: of moral terms like ‘good’ to non-moral terms like
s awzmma. .ﬁo. be sure, almost no contemporary metaethicist thinks
he ngwm:mcn fallacy’ really is a fallacy or that the ‘open-question
; m.Bﬁ shows everything that Moore thought that it showed. However
: idely assumed that one’s metaethical view must take m. stand om
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