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Definitions of emotivism
A. J. Ayer
Emotivism stems from the work of the logical positivists, who sought 
to do away with all metaphysical language, which they deemed to be 
meaningless. 

In Language, Truth and Logic, A. J. Ayer declared: ‘Exhortations 
to moral virtue are not propositions at all, but ejaculations or 
commands which are designed to provoke the reader to action of 
a certain sort. Accordingly, they do not belong to any branch of 
philosophy or science…’ Ayer’s critique of ethical language did not 
reach the conclusion that it was meaningless, but rather that it was 
not statements of fact. A statement of fact corresponds to something 
in the world that we can verify, usually through sense experience, 
or that, according to Hume’s definition, may be called ‘relations of 
ideas’ — things we know to be universally and inherently true. Ayer’s 
contention was that ethical statements could not fit either of these 
criteria. It would be easy to dismiss them as therefore meaningless, 
but Ayer was interested in the function that ethical language served. 

Alastair MacIntyre
Alastair MacIntyre defined emotivism as ‘the doctrine that all 
evaluative judgments, and, more specifically, all moral judgments, 
are nothing but expressions of preference, expressions of attitude or 
feeling’. When Ayer reached this conclusion in 1936, he maintained 
that if ethical statements were not facts, the function they served 
was essentially to express a preference. Thus, emotivism argues that 
if we make a claim such as ‘Abortion is wrong’, this is not to make a 

value judgement based on an objective point of reference, but rather 
we are simply saying ‘I don’t like abortion.’ Hence, ethical claims were 
not designed to make factual claims but to invoke certain emotional 
responses in the hearer, and so what they mean is less important than 
what they accomplish. They cannot be justified in any rational kind of 
way but they do serve in some way as an instruction, since ‘Abortion 
is wrong’ is a recommendation to others: ‘Do not have an abortion.’ 

Carnap, Russell and Braithwaite
Rudolph Carnap took a similar view, although he considered ethical 
claims to be commands, not ejaculations, as Ayer did. If we maintain 
that ethical claims are commands from God, then we are effectively 
adopting this view, while suggesting a rational reason for them being 
commands. Bertrand Russell claimed that moral judgements express 
a wish, and R. B. Braithwaite maintained that they serve to bind the 
community together. This is a non-cognitive, or anti-realist, view 
of language, which takes the stance that language does not make 
factually true claims, but serves some other function.

C. L. Stevenson
C. L. Stevenson argued that ethical judgements express the speaker’s 
attitude and seek to evoke a similar attitude in their hearers, but he 
does allow that moral attitudes are based on beliefs, which provide 
reasonable grounds for holding them. Nevertheless, he does allow 
that even our most fundamental attitudes may not be rooted in any 
particular beliefs, in which case we cannot reason about them.

Ayer and ethical language

Communication
Ayer maintained that the effectiveness of ethical language was the 
way in which it was communicated. Hence, tone of voice played an 
important part in expressing ethical opinion. The claim ‘Stealing 
is wrong’, while not reflecting a realist, moral fact, conveyed the 
same emotion as ‘Stealing!’, where, Ayer claimed, the quantity and 
thickness of the exclamation marks conveyed the same disapproval 
as ‘is wrong’. The exclamation ‘Stealing!!!’ could not be understood 
as a factual claim, and in the same way neither should the apparent 
assertion ‘Stealing is wrong’. 

Ethical claims cannot be contradicted since they amount only to 
moral sentiments. Any number of moral sentiments can be expressed 
without contradiction since they are not facts. Ayer went as far as 
to say that ethical expressions are as unverifiable as a cry of pain or 
word of command. Furthermore, since a feeling can be expressed 
without accompanying words — for example, ‘I disapprove’ can be 
conveyed by body language alone — ethical statements need not 
involve any assertions at all.

Disputes
Ayer observed that since it is impossible to have disputes about 
moral sentiments, apparent moral disputes revolve around the 
erroneous belief that moral claims hold factual value. A dispute 
between claimants regarding abortion is based on putative facts 
concerning whether abortion may or may not constitute the murder 

of a human person, or whether it violates the rights of the mother 
or foetus. Moral dispute is based on the view that the opponent 
has misunderstood the facts of the case and aims to persuade them 
to adopt our view of the empirical facts. If they do not do so, Ayer 
suggested, we claim that they have a distorted moral sense even 
though we have no legitimate grounds for claiming that our moral 
system is superior. Ayer observed: ‘It is because argument fails us 
when we come to deal with pure questions of value, as distinct from 
questions of fact, that we finally resort to mere abuse.’

Pseudo-concepts
As a consequence, Ayer claimed that all moral philosophy consists 
of identifying ethical concepts as pseudo concepts which are 
unanalysable. The only question that can be asked is what causes 
people to have the moral feelings they have, and this is a task 
for psychology not philosophy. He suggested that the primary 
motivation behind people’s moral feelings is fear, sometimes of God, 
or of society’s disapproval. He observed that most moral systems 
are broadly Kantian or utilitarian, and each serves to encourage a 
particular moral conduct which is beneficial for the wellbeing of 
society as a whole. However, Ayer wrote: ‘Their essential defect is 
that they treat propositions which refer to the causes and attributes 
of ethical feelings as if they were definitions of ethical concepts. 
And thus they fail to recognise that ethical concepts are pseudo-
concepts.’

G. E. Moore
Proponents of intuitionism argue that ethical terms cannot be defined, 
since the properties ascribed to them, such as ‘good’ or ‘ought’, 
can be defined in non-ethical terms also. G. E. Moore is famous 
for arguing that ‘good’ can be defined no more successfully than 
‘yellow’. If we are asked to define yellow, or indeed any colour, we 
can only define it in terms of something else which possesses what 
we consider to be the quality or characteristics of yellow. We give 
examples of yellow and yellow things, but we do not define yellow 
itself. In the same way, ethical values cannot therefore be defined, 
but are self-evident and can be known only directly by intuition. 
Certain things are perceived to be good, such as compassion, but this 
is not because man reasons it to be so with reference to natural or 
empirical observation. Good is not a matter of opinion, but something 
that we can all ascertain through reason. 

Moore and intrinsic good
Moore argued that goodness resists definition because people have 
different moral opinions without logical contradiction, and yet there 
is a remarkable similarity in the way in which people reach moral 
conclusions and even in the conclusions they draw. An inner sense 
directs humans to know what is right or wrong, but, as Moore 
argued, ‘If I am asked, “What is good?” my answer is that good is 
good, and that is the end of the matter.’ Moore claimed that the goal 
of morality should be to produce the ‘best effects on the whole’, and 
suggested that there are three things which are intrinsically good: 
pleasure, friendship and aesthetic appreciation. Right actions are 
those which increase these intrinsic goods for the greatest number of 
people.

W. D. Ross
W. D. Ross identified seven duties which are intuitively recognised. 
They may change according to the situation, but the intuition of the 
mature person will recognise which is appropriate. He maintained 

that morality was self-evident and part of the ‘fundamental nature of 
the universe’. 


