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1 introduction

In her paper, “Moral Beliefs,” Philippa Foot acknowledges that naturalism is out of

favor. She nevertheless declares her allegiance to it as well as her intention to unsettle

the philosophical majority.

The majority doctrine she wants to unsettle is expressivism. On Foot’s diagnosis,

the view draws its motivation from a supposedly firm distinction between facts and

values, a distinction that is in turn based on the way that judgments of value and not

judgments of facts are connected with action. The expressivist respects the separation

by making evaluations dependent on pro-attitudes and not on facts.

Foot’s goal is to show that the project is seriously flawed because evaluative terms

are applied correctly and incorrectly on the basis of evidence, just like factual terms,

and further; the intelligibility of supposedly non-cognitive items like expressions and

attitudes depend, in the end, on factual judgments.

My goal is to detail the setup and execution of her challenge.

2 the inescapability of beliefs in “Moral Beliefs”

Foot begins by characterizing the distinction that animates expressivist views.

Their idea is that statements of fact are true and false in virtue of evidence, and

what counts as evidence is set down by the terms in the statement. 1 In other words,

“round” can be used appropriately or inappropriately. If the object being described

is round, then the use of “round” is appropriate and the sentence containing “round”

is true. If the object is not round, then the use is inappropriate and the sentence

false.

Evaluative terms like “good” are not supposed to work the same way. Because a

use of “good” necessarily commits the will and a recognition of facts does not, “good”

must not be a term that is appropriate when certain facts hold and inappropriate

otherwise. The expressivist concludes that a use of “good” must be an expression of

a motivating attitude and not a statement of fact.

1Foot talks about both thoughts and statements. I take statements to be the linguistic expression

of a thought, which is a mental item comparable to a belief. Both are capable of being true or false

and are true or false in virtue of the evidence laid down by the words that make up the thought or

statement respectively.
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The consequence of this view that Foot is most concerned with comes from the

further assumption that a pro-attitude is a just a further fact about a speaker, and

so is incapable of being appropriate or inappropriate. If I have a pro-attitude in a

given situation, I will use “good,” but whether I have a pro-attitude is unconnected

to the other facts of the situation. Thus, it is possible to imagine someone (a moral

eccentric) correctly using “good” in any circumstances whatsoever. His pro-attitudes

must only be imagined to be eccentric enough.

This fact – that “good” can be used in any situation – is indicative of what Foot

calls an external connection. A pro-attitude is just a contingent fact and so it can be

found in combination with any other facts, and so it bears an external connection to

them.

She contrasts an external connection with an internal connection, which is the

type of connection that “round” has to round things.

With this contrast in hand, she makes her argumentative claim. She says not only

that “good,” as a matter of fact, has an internal rather than external connection to

states of affairs, but that there “is no describing the evaluative meaning of ‘good’,

evaluation, commending, or anything of the sort, without fixing the object to which

they are supposed to be attached” (emphasis mine, 86).

To support this claim, Foot gives an extended argument that begins with a con-

sideration of two types of mental items – thoughts and attitudes – that both display

an internal connection to their objects. In the end, thoughts are shown to be basic

so that attitudes depend on them. 2

Her chosen example for a thought that is responsive to facts is “x is dangerous,”

and her prima facie support is two observations. First, saying “x is dangerous” seems

to assert that thought, and second, it seems to be capable of being true or false,

and so inappropriate when it’s obviously false, viz., one cannot say that a puddle is

dangerous, even if one is wearing a white suit and giving puddles a wide berth.

2A small warning. Sometimes Foot talks about how attitudes are constrained by facts and by

beliefs, but I don’t think I’ve distorted her view by talking only in terms of facts. For instance, a

belief that x is somehow one’s own is necessary for feeling pride about x. But since beliefs must

respond to evidence, the fact that something is one’s own is necessary for being proud about it as

well. One could only persist in having a mistaken attitude of pride if one had a mistaken belief

about the facts. In this way, attitudes are “logically vulnerable to facts” (89).
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She acknowledges that an expressivist might dismiss these pieces of evidence by

insisting that “dangerous” is not applied in virtue of properties of things, but rather,

plays a warning function. Thus, someone who calls a rattlesnake dangerous is com-

mitted to avoiding it and telling others to avoid it as well. But here Foot makes a

characteristic response – she questions the intelligibility of warning without a ground-

ing cognitive judgment: “it is logically impossible to warn about anything not thought

of as threatening evil” (88). Even though a warning is not itself a claim (it’s an ex-

pression or action) it is still rendered appropriate or inappropriate by facts. If I don’t

believe that the rattlesnake is dangerous (say it’s frozen in a block of ice), then I

can’t warn about it, even if I point at it and encourage people to avoid it. In this

way, a belief that something is dangerous is constitutive of warning. If all expressions

are like warning, then they are parasitic on thoughts, which are primary and have an

internal connection to objects.

Foot also takes time to show that “dangerous” can still have a necessary connection

with action, even if it picks out what is injurious. The necessary connection comes

by a transitivity of sorts. “Dangerous” is only properly applied to something if the

thing is injurious, and “injurious” is only properly applied to things that damage a

person’s basic capabilities. Since basic capabilities are instrumentally important to

satisfying desires, whatever they are, then insofar as one has desires at all, there is

always an instrumental reason to avoid dangerous things. Dangerous things are those

for which avoidance advances one’s desires.

Switch now to pride, Foot’s other example. It has an internal connection to its

objects and yet it is an attitude – a fact that makes it the more important of the two

examples for reasons we’ll see.

The arguments are a little different than with “dangerous.” Foot considers first

how we can give an account of attitudes at all. She considers a view on which

attitudes are purely phenomenological feelings and another on which they are patterns

of behavior. She rejects both.

She rejects the former for Wittgensteinian reasons. If pride were just a feeling,

something logically private, then we could not have a public concept of it. Nothing

would guarantee that all of our putative pride-thoughts were about the same thing.

The second suggestion (behaviorism) gets a response that is similar to her treat-
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ment of warning. Displaying behavior that is characteristic of pride is not sufficient

for being proud. For instance, parading something around and pointing at it might be

a way of behaving proudly, but it might also be a way of trying to intimidate others.

It all depends on what the person believes about the thing he’s parading around. At

the very least, the person must believe the thing to be an “achievement or advantage”

(87). The point generalizes to other attitudes as well. Fearing something is more than

just running from it; one must believe the thing to be menacing.

Above, I said that pride was the more important of Foot’s two examples, and

we’re now in a position to see why.

“Dangerous” is a predicate, and Foot argued that it has an internal connection

to things that are injurious. However, even if Foot is right about “dangerous,” the

expressivist can maintain their position that “good” does not operate as a predicate

at all; it expresses an attitude.

But Foot is now prepared for this maneuver due to her consideration of pride,

dismay, and fear. Her claim is that attitudes necessarily involve thoughts, which in

turn bear an internal connection to states of affairs; and so she rejects the idea that

attitudes are just further facts about an agent. 3 Thus, a term that expresses an

underlying attitude may not, itself, have an internal connection to a state of affairs,

but if the attitude that it expresses does have such an internal connection, then the

term will inherit that connection.

An example is helpful. Suppose the expressivist says that “x is dismaying” ex-

presses an attitude of dismay. If so, then “dismaying” by itself will not have an

internal connection to anything because it’s an expression of an attitude and does

not track any set of facts. However, Foot will counter by insisting that the attitude

of dismay that “dismaying” expresses is only appropriate when some facts xyz are

present, and consequently a use of “dismaying” will only be appropriate when those

3One exception is a prescriptive expressivism like Hare’s. On that view, evaluative words express

prescriptions, and prescriptions do not depend on cognitive items in the way pride does. Foot

appreciates this wrinkle and gives some arguments against prescriptivism, but it’s likely that her

sustained argument against the position would question the intelligibility of bare commands. In

other words, she might argue that commands, at root, require certain facts to hold, perhaps facts of

authority or communal purpose. At the very least, it seems one cannot command something that is

impossible or that is already being done.
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facts are present. Thus, an internal connection exists between “dismaying” and xyz

in virtue of the internal connection that holds between dismay and xyz.

Crucially, Foot’s use of both “dangerous” and “pride” as examples shows how the

expressivist’s use of attitudes in her theory does not eliminate the need for a cognitive

treatment of “good.” Here’s how things progress. Foot starts by claiming that “x

is a good” is a statement and so can be true or false. The expressivist responds by

saying that appearances are deceiving and that “x is good” does not claim that any

facts hold, but rather expresses an attitude of commendation. Foot then notes that

the same thought, “x is good,” recurs as necessary for an attitude of commendation.

No wonder the essay is called “Moral Beliefs” – the unavoidable question to be

answered is: to what evidence is “x is good” internally connected? An answer will

be a naturalistic account of goodness.

By the time she introduces the moral eccentric then, the argument is largely

complete. She has shown that a connection to action can come from a judgment of

fact (the “dangerous” example) and that evaluative language is fundamentally about

thoughts with an internal connection to evidence.

The moral eccentric example, however, is Foot’s way of showing explicitly what

she’s been assuming all along, which is that “good” has an internal and not merely

external connection to its objects. And if it has the former we must suspect that

evidence guides its application. The moral eccentric confirms that suspicion.

In the example, she supposes that someone has clasped and unclasped his hands

three times in an hour and someone else has called the action “good” in the moral

sense.

There is a bare intuitive reaction to the example that parallels the reaction to the

statement that “puddles are dangerous.” In the latter case, we have a theory about

why puddles can’t be labeled dangerous (they don’t threaten injury). In the moral

eccentric example, we don’t have a theory for why one can’t say hand clasping is

good, but we think it can’t be said.

Foot supports the intuition by talking in terms of the “point” of an action. She

believes that to call something good, there must be a point to the action, and hand

clasping has no point in the moral eccentric example. There could be a point to

hand clasping if the circumstances were more fully described. For instance, hand
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clasping could have a ceremonial function or it might put someone else at ease, but

the possibility of such scenarios reinforces Foot’s position, which is that actions get

their point from facts about the action and its context. Thus, some facts and not

others merit use of “good.” We have an internal connection.

Having laid out Foot’s argument, I want to briefly reflect on desires as a helpful

limit case for assessing it. She discusses attitudes like pride and dismay and concludes

that they are appropriate or inappropriate in virtue of facts, but the attitude of

desiring something does not appear to need the backing of any beliefs either to exist

or to be appropriate. When one desires something, a state of affairs is represented as

to-be-brought-about, and nothing about that representation requires things to be a

certain way. In short, desires are thought to be anti-beliefs.

Responses are available. Foot might say that an attitude is a desire only insofar

as it represents its object as to-be-brought-about and as good. The problem is that

some desires seem to have objects that the agent does not take to be in any way

good, as in cases of weakness of the will (when the desire is acted on), or of alienated

desires (when they are not).

There are counterarguments to those counterarguments, but my point is just to

flag the fact that certain construals of desires render them disanalogous to pride and

so threaten the neat architecture of Foot’s argument.

In following Foot’s argument, I’ve ignored many complications such as her prefer-

ence for virtue terms and her accounts of injury and justice, but I’ve tried to ignore

strategically. As I said above, I think her most urgent goal is to call into question

the expressivist project, and the core of her argument advances that goal by trying

to show that there are no cognitively liberated attitudes that can be used in an ex-

pressivist theory. Inevitably, our evaluative words and thoughts are appropriate or

inappropriate in virtue of the way things are.
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