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Propositions First: Biting Geach’s Bullet 

M. J. Frápolli 

 

Abstract: To be a proposition is to possess propositional properties and to stand in inferential 

relations. This is the organic intuition, [OI], concerning propositional recognition. [OI] is not 

a circular characterization as long as those properties and relations that signal the presence of 

propositions are independently identified. My take on propositions does not depart from the 

standard approach widely accepted among philosophers of language. Propositions are truth-

bearers, the arguments of truth-functions (‘not’, ‘or’, ‘and’, ‘if’), the arguments of 

propositional-attitude verbs (‘know’, ‘believe’, ‘doubt’, ‘assume’, ‘reject’) and the kind of 

entity capable of standing in inferential relations (which are basically implication and 

incompatibility). The aim of this paper is to argue for [OI]. In doing so, I will show that even 

what is probably the most repeated argument against non-descriptivism, the so-called Frege-

Geach Argument (FGA), presupposes something like [OI], a presupposition that Geach shares 

with his critics. Despite the huge success of FGA, a thorough analysis of the actual scope of 

this argument has yet to be given. I will provide such an analysis in section 3 below. In this 

paper, I argue that [OI] is a meta-theoretical principle which is neutral with respect to specific 

metaphysical debates about the nature of propositions, as well as specific proposals about the 

semantics of declarative sentences. 

The plan of the paper is as follows. In section 1, I present Geach´s text and analyse its scope 

and connections with [OI]. In Section 2, I defend the neutrality of [OI] with respect to 

traditional metaphysical and semantic controversies. In section 3, I argue that the two instances 

of the argument pattern mentioned in the Geach’s text, one involving the predicate ‘is true’ and 

another one involving the predicate ‘is bad’, present notable differences concerning their 
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logico-semantic properties. I contend that, within the class of normative notions, functions of 

propositions, e.g. ‘is true’/ ‘it is true that’, ‘ x knows that’, and ‘x believes that’, should be 

distinguished from functions of concepts (e.g. ‘is bad’, ‘is good’), and also from functions of 

objects, e.g. ‘is beautiful’ and ‘is tasty’ 1 . The ‘is-true’ argument involves a function of 

propositions, while the ‘is-bad’ argument involves a function of concepts. Section 3 is devoted 

to showing that FGA differently affects arguments involving functions of these two categories. 

The ‘is-true’  argument is analyzed in sub-section 3.1. I argue that its validity provides no 

reason to accept or reject a realist approach to truth. A non-representationalist, ‘deflationary’ 

explanation of truth can accommodate the validity of the ‘is-true’ argument as smoothly as a 

substantive, representationalist approach that treats truth as a ‘genuine’ property. Subsection 

3.2 focuses on the ‘is-bad’ argument. The validity of the ‘is-bad’ argument, by contrast, 

confronts descriptivism/representationalism with its least defensible consequences, i.e. the 

interpretation of normative notions as ordinary properties. The semantic assimilation of ‘is bad’ 

to descriptive predicates such as ‘is triangular’ prompts well-known metaphysical difficulties 

and goes against any naturalist approach to abstract entities that would be compatible with the 

scientific outlook2. The good news is that nothing in Geach’s argument, nor in its reception by 

his followers and critics relies on a representationalist interpretation of ‘x is bad’ or on a realist 

approach to values. The realist, representationalist assumption is an independent addition that 

is not prescribed by FGA, even if it might well be what Geach himself had in mind. On the 

 
1 The current debate on the semantics of personal taste predicables as led by MacFarlane’s 

work (John MacFarlane, Assessment Sensitivity. Relative Truth and its Application (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 2014) involves normative functions of objects, a debate that falls outside the 

scope of this paper. As far as FGA is concerned, arguments in which predicables of personal 

taste occur are more similar to the ‘is-bad’ argument than to the ‘is-true’ argument. 
2 See, for instance, Matthew Chrisman, ‘Ethical Expressivism’. In Ed. By Christian Miller 

(ed.), Continuum Companion to Ethics. Continuum, Bloomsbury Companions (2011), 29 ⏤ 

54, and also Huw Price, ‘The semantics foundations of metaphysics’, in Ian Ravenscroft, ed., 

Minds, Ethics, and Conditionals: Themes from the Philosophy of Frank Jackson. Oxford 

University Press (2009), 111⏤140 
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contrary, the general acknowledgement of the validity of the ‘is-bad’ argument that supports 

FGA rests only on the organic insight, [OI], which is a neutral claim with respect to semantic 

and metaphysical debates. In section 4 I will address some reasonable criticisms that have been 

made about the non-descriptivist, non-compositionalist approach to propositions. 

1. The Organic Intuition 

To be a proposition is simply to bear propositional properties. I call this claim the ‘organic 

intuition’ [OI]3 about propositional recognition: 

[OI] To be a proposition is to possess propositional properties (where this includes standing in 

inferential relations). 

Making this intuition more acceptable is the main aim of this paper. In my defense of [OI], I 

will focus on the so-called ‘Frege-Geach Argument’ (hereafter, FGA), which develops some 

claims made by Peter Geach4 and has become the most far-reaching argument ever directed 

against semantic non-descriptivism5. My contention is that Geach assumed, immediately and 

 
3 In our paper, ‘Pragmatism. Propositional Priority and the Organic Model of Propositional 

Individuation’, Disputatio, Vol. VIII, No. 43, November 2016, 203 – 217, Neftalí Villanueva and 

I defended the ‘organic model’ of propositional individuation. The organic intuition is a related 
but more basic claim. 
4 Peter Geach, ‘Ascriptivism’, Philosophical Review 69 (2) (1960),  221 – 225. 

5  I use ‘non-descriptivism’ as a general label for those semantic theories that deny that 

representation is the most basic semantic notion. These theories standardly assume that what 

speakers do with words when they are concerned with truth reduces to referring and 

predicating. ´Non-descriptivism´ is thus intended to cover alternative views to the standard 

truth-conditional semantics. This characterization is very vague but, as the paper proceeds, the 

nature of my proposal and the alternative views that I want to keep at a distance will become 

clearer. Expressivisms of all kinds, non-cognitivism, conceptual-role semantics, and 

inferentialism, fall under my use of ‘non-descriptivism’. Strictly speaking, ‘describing’ and 

‘representing' are not synonymous. The opposition of descriptivism vs. non-descriptivism, a 

dichotomy with pragmatist tones, concerns what agents do with utterances. 

Representationalism vs. non-representationalism, in contrast, is more centered in the semantic 

realm, and is often used to explain why some sentences mean what they do, and in which 

circumstances they are true or false. Finally, the opposition of cognitivism vs. non-cognitivism 

concerns the epistemic aspects of the debate, i.e. whether normative sentences express beliefs 
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non-inferentially, something like [OI], which has also been accepted without resistance by all 

parties in the debate between descriptivism and non-descriptivism. Thus, Geach’s argument 

will be used to build a case for a claim, [OI], that many would see as a direct target of Geach’s 

criticism. 

According to Geach,  

there is a theory that to say ‘what the policeman said is true’ is not to describe or 

characterize what the policeman said but to corroborate it; and a theory that to say 

‘it is bad to get drunk’ is not to describe or characterize drunkenness but to 

condemn it. […] There is a radical flaw in this whole pattern of philosophizing […] 

for that would mean that arguments of the pattern ‘if x is true (if w is bad), then p; 

but x is true (w is bad); ergo p’ contained a fallacy of equivocation, whereas they 

are in fact clearly valid6. 

This text has two distinguishable parts. In the first paragraph, Geach suggests his own 

semantico-pragmatic position, in which he assumes that only acts of describing or 

characterizing, as opposed to acts of corroborating or condemning, produce items apt to bear 

inferential properties or, alternatively, apt to fill the gaps of truth functions.  

The second paragraph states the validity of the following argument patterns: 

1. If x is true, then p; x is true; therefore p. 

2. If w is bad, then p; w is bad; therefore p. 

 

that can be said to be true or false, and whether knowledge of normative realms is possible. 

The Frege-Geach Argument, although originally used by Geach against ascriptivism, has since 

extended its target to the general family of non-representationalist, non-descriptivist views. 
6 Peter Geach, op. cit. note 4,  222 
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Most non-descriptivist views have felt the need to reject, discussing, amending, etc. the 

semantic part of Geach’s argument, i.e. his descriptivism. Some amendments along the lines 

of non-descriptivism consist in offering innovative strategies to combine conative attitudes 

with descriptive contents 7 , or in attempting to explain how states of mind turn into 

propositional contents 8 . Expressivists try to control the damage by recognizing 

descriptive/representational layers in normative ascriptions9. Anti-expressivists welcome FGA 

as exposing expressivism’ s fatal misconceptions 10 . But very few people, if any, have 

questioned the second part, i.e. that the items that occur as the premisses and conclusions of 

arguments are propositions. All consumers of FGA, whether expressivist or anti-expressivist, 

descriptivist or anti-descriptivist, acknowledge the validity of the pattern11. By giving credence 

to FGA, all parties implicitly accept that Geach’s examples are valid and that normative claims 

can safely fill propositional slots. I will rely on this broad agreement for my argument.  

The FGA is a development of Geach’s point, in which a particular semantic view (ascriptivism, 

in this case) and the generalized intuition about propositionality are mixed together. The 

argument has different versions, some of them independently known as the ‘embedding 

 
7 See Dorit Bar-On and Matthew Chrisman, ‘Ethical NeoExpressivism’, in Oxford Studies in 

Metaethics, ed. Russ Shafer-Landau, vol. 4.  Oxford University Press, 2009, 132 – 65. 
8 See, e.g. Michael Ridge ‘Ecumenical Expressivism: The Best of Both Worlds?’, Oxford 

Studies in Metaethics, ed. Rus Shafer-Landau, Vol. 2., Oxford University Press, 2007, 51 – 76; 

Impassioned Belief. Oxford: University Press, 2014, chapter 4 
9 Simon Blackburn Essays in Quasi-Realism. Oxford University Press, 1993; Dorit Bar-On and 

Chrisman, op. cit. note 5,  Michael Ridge, op. cit. note 6 
10 Peter Geach, op. cit., note 2; Wolfgang Künne, Conceptions of Truth. Oxford, Clarendon 

Press 2003; J. Skorupski, ‘The Frege-Geach Objection to Expressivism: Still Unanswered’, 

Analysis 72, 2012,  9 – 18 
11 Allan Gibbard, Thinking How to Live, Harvard University Press, 2003, chap. 3; M. Schroeder 

‘How Expressivists Can and Should Solve Their Problem with Negation’. Nous 42, 4, 2008, 

573 – 599 and ‘Expressions for Expressivists’, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 

vol. LXXVI, 2008, 86 –116; Matthew Chrisman, ‘Epistemic Expressivism’, Philosophy 

Compass 7/2, 2012, 118 – 126, 124; Andrew Alwood, ‘Non-Descriptive Negation for 

Normative Sentences’, The Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 66, Issue 262, 2016, 1 – 24; Michael 

Ridge, op. cit, 2014 note 6 



6 

 

problem’, and also as the ‘negation problem’12.  These versions can be formulated as follows: 

The arguments of truth functions are by definition truth-bearers. If normative claims do not 

produce any dysfunction when they occur as the antecedents or consequents of conditionals, 

or when they fall under the scope of negation, then they are truth-apt and possess propositional 

content.  

But the [FGA] includes something else. In Geach´s argument patterns, normative claims also 

occur in free-standing clauses. In the second premise of the patterns the normative sentences 

are not embedded, but nevertheless trigger the modus ponens.  To do that, and avoid the risk 

of fallacy, they need to possess the same status, and so the same content, as the antecedent of 

the first premise. The fallacy of equivocation that Geach mentions in his text would occur 

whenever (i) the free-standing instance of the normative claim, i.e. Premise 2 in Geach’s 

patterns, is said not to express a proposition, while (ii) its corresponding embedded instance in 

the antecedent of Premise 1 is fully propositional. Searle13 uses a similar argument in support 

of his claim that non-descriptivism is fallacious. 

The gist of Geach’s argument is that these patterns are nevertheless valid. What I want to stress 

is that their validity is immediate, and does not require any further explanation. It agrees with 

our basic semantic intuitions as competent speakers and qualified reasoners.  [OI] is a 

generalization of this intuition to all other propositional properties and relations. Notice that 

[OI] is an identifying, recognition criterion for propositions, but neither a particular method of 

individuating them14, i.e. a method that establishes when we face the same proposition twice, 

 
12 Andrew Alwood, op. cit. note 11 

13 John Searle, “Meaning and Speech Acts”. The Philosophical Review, 71 (4), 1962, 423 – 

432 
14 Huw Price, in Naturalism without Mirrors. Oxford University Press, 2011, 9, 12, 18, has 

used the label ‘global expressivism’, and Robert Brandom, in Articulating Reasons: An 

Introduction to Inferentialism, Harvard University Press, 2000, chapter 1, uses ‘inferentialism’ 
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nor a principle or axiom of any particular semantic view on the meaning of natural language 

sentences.  

There is no circularity in [OI] inasmuch as the essential propositional properties and relations 

are independently listed. According to the logico-semantic paradigm we find ourselves in, and 

which this paper does not challenge, propositions are truth-bearers, the arguments of truth-

functions (‘not’, ‘or’, ‘and’, ‘if’), the arguments of propositional-attitude verbs (‘know’, 

‘believe’, ‘doubt’, ‘assume’, ‘reject’) and the kind of entity capable of entering into inferential 

relations (basically, implication, and incompatibility). The core of [OI] is that there is nothing 

more to possessing propositional status than being able to fill propositional argument-slots. 

[OI] sharply distinguishes two sets of entities, the set of propositions and its complement set, 

and that is all that is required from a precise definition. 

Adapting Gibbard’s felicitous explanation of the status of his slogan ‘means implies ought’15, 

I will say that [OI] belongs to the meta-theory of a theory of propositions, whereas the different 

descriptivist and non-descriptivist alternatives developed to answer Geach’s argument 

constitute substantive theoretical proposals about the particular nature of propositions, their 

properties, and the semantics of the linguistic items by means of which speakers express 

them16. 

 

to name the view that propositions are individuated by the inferential network they stand in, in 

a way similar to the one Frege proposed in Begriffsschrift. Without a special name for his 

proposal, Arthur Prior, in  'Is the Concept of Referential Opacity Really Necessary?', Acta 

Philosphical Fennica, vol. 16, 1963, 189 – 199, also used an intuition close to inferentialism 

to individuate propositions. I am sympathetic to Frege’s, Prior’s, Price’s and Brandom’s 

proposals, but I would like to stress the meta-theoretical character of [OI], which is compatible 

with expressivist/inferentialist implementations as much as it is with representationalist 

implementations. 
15 Allan Gibbard, Meaning and Normativity. Oxford University Press, 2012, 10 

16 Allan Gibbard, op. cit., note 15, e. g. 7ff., 147 ff.) 
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Belonging to the meta-theory,  [OI] is prior to and strictly neutral about how propositions are 

individuated and the particular semantics of declarative sentences. What FGA conclusively 

refutes is what might be called the ‘interjection’ view of normative claims – that is, the view 

that assimilates normative claims to pure expressions of feeling without propositional content, 

e.g. some reductionist readings of classical emotivism17. The interjection view irremediably18 

falls victim to the ‘embedding problem’, since it is unable to explain how non-propositional 

products of linguistic actions possess properties and stand in relations reserved for truth-

bearers. Nevertheless, most contemporary non-descriptivist approaches are as far from the 

interjection view as can be, and are not affected by FGA in the way that has sometimes too 

quickly been assumed.  

2. The neutrality of the organic intuition in the debate descritivism/anti-descriptivism 

The validity of Geach’s examples is immediately accepted by all parties, although the 

theoretical reasons provided to explain this vary widely. Certainly Geach himself, and each of 

his followers and critics endorses one or another of the semantic and metaphysical theories 

available on the philosophical market. But neither FGA, nor its versions, the embedding 

problem and the negation problem, make use of any of them. [OI], and not Geach’s 

descriptivism, is the basic assumption of FGA, the assumption that triggers criticism of the 

interjection view, that lends FGA its strength, and that explains its extraordinary success. In 

the debate between descriptivism and non-descriptivism, it should be kept in mind that 

something like [OI] has been assumed by admirers and detractors of FGA, without any extra 

 
17  Alfred J. Ayer, Language, Truth, and Logic, Penguin Books, 1936, chapter 6; C. L. 

Stevenson, ‘The Emotive Meaning of Ethical Terms’, Mind, 1937, vol. 46, nº. 181: 14 – 31 
18 ‘Irremediably’, if logic is restricted to the realm of propositions, as products of assertive acts. 

But historically there have been other, alternative views of logic. For instance, Richard M. 

Hare, in ‘Imperative sentences’, Mind, New Series, vol. 58, nº. 229, 1949, 21 – 39, rejected 

this standard view of logic and proposed that imperative sentences are as able as declarative 

sentences to bear contents with logical properties. 
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independent argumentation, and thus that [OI] should not be counted among the merits or 

demerits of any one of the contending views. 

Some of FGA’s success and the prevalence of descriptivism is explicable in terms of some 

kind of justificatory metonymy, in which the plausibility of [OI] has been improperly inherited 

by a particular semantic theory, in this case descriptivism.  

[OI] offers a criterion for  identifying or recognizing propositions that proceeds ‘from above’, 

relying on their functional properties, and disengaged from their particular ‘inner nature’.  This, 

I believe, is the main lesson to draw from the entire debate: that competent speakers naturally 

accept the propositional character of normative claims. Thus, the simplest criterion for 

propositional identification that FGA supports, and the criterion that best exposes the flaws of 

the interjection view is [OI], i.e. that to be a proposition is to be able to bear propositional 

properties and to stand in inferential relations. 

[OI] entitles us to maintain that normative claims express propositions because they play the 

roles of premises and conclusions in inferences, they are believed and doubted, are subject to 

rational debate, and can be disagreed with 19 . From [OI] it follows that the criterion of 

 
19 That we disagree about and debate normative claims is a raw fact. Disagreement is a basic 

intuition that is hard to dismiss. Semantic views that do not account for this phenomenon pay 

a high price that often takes the form of error theories (John L. Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right 

and Wrong. Harmonsworth: Penguin Books, 1977; Victor Moberger, ’Not Just Error: A New 

Interpretation of Mackie´s Error Theory’, Journal for the History of Analytical Philosophy, 

vol. 5, No. 3, 2017).  Classical emotivists acknowledged some kind of disagreement, in 

normative background (Alfred Ayer, op. cit. note 15, 111) or in attitude (C. L. Stevenson, op. 

cit. note 15, 18). Ayer rejected while Stevenson accepted the possibility of rational debate about 

ethical claims; but both, although defending ethical claims´ lack of propositional content, felt 

the need to touch upon the issues of ethical disagreement and ethical debate. MacFarlane (John 

MacFarlane, Assessment Sensitivity. Relative Truth and its Applications. Clarendon Press, 

Oxford, 2014, 121, 125, and 130) has refined the notion of disagreement to vindicate its 

application to normative disputes while allowing an explanation of the intuitions of absolutists 

and contextualists about values. Adapting his relativism to ethical claims, if A says ‘Cheating 

on your partner is good’ and B says ’Cheating on your partner is bad’, A and B disagree about 

content in the sense that their claims are not cotenable (the contents of their claims are 
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propositionality, on the one hand, and the semantics for declarative sentences, on the other, are 

distinguishable aspects of the general task of explaining normative discourse.  

Once propositions are pinpointed via [OI], the door is open to tackle other semantic and 

metaphysical issues. At some stage, propositions can be characterized as essentially structured 

entities made from the concepts, and sometimes also objects, which are their building blocks20. 

Alternatively, one might favour a non-structured view of propositions as sets of possible 

worlds21, or else as nodes in inferential networks22. Propositions and meanings, on the other 

hand, stand at different levels. This is the classical difference between intensions and 

meanings23 or between propositional contents and the semantic values of sentences24. Lewis 

considers the principle of compositionality to be essential to any grammar of English 25 , 

 

incompatible), and the joint accuracy of A’s and B’s attitudes is precluded (A and B cannot 

both be right in the same context). Nevertheless, the reflexive accuracy of A’s and B’s attitudes 

is not precluded, in the sense that both can maintain their views from their different contexts 

of assessment. MacFarlane’s refinements help deal with different types of disagreement, and 

make precise relevant aspects of it. But the first step for applying MacFarlane’s apparatus is to 

acknowledge that speakers say something with normative claims, which is what [OI] says. 
20 Bertrand Russell, The Principles of Mathematics, Second Edition, New York, Norton. Inc. 

Publishers, 1903, 44ff.; Nathan Salmon, Frege's Puzzle, MIT Press/Bradford Book 1986,  and 

‘Tense and Singular Propositions’, in Themes From Kaplan, in Joseph Almog, John Perry, and 

Harvey Wettstein (eds.), Oxford: University Press, 1989, 391 – 392; Scott Soames, ‘Lost 

Innocence’, Linguistics and Philosophy 8, 1985,  59 – 71, ‘Direct Reference, Propositional 

Attitudes and Semantic Content’, Philosophical Topics 15, 1987, 47 – 87, and  ‘Semantics and 

Semantic Competence’, Philosophical Perspectives, 3, Philosophy of Mind and Action Theory, 

Ridgeview Publishing Company, Atascadero, CA, 1989,  575 –596; Jason Stanley, ‘Context 

and Logical Form’, Linguistics and Philosophy 23, 2000, 391 – 434. 
21 David Lewis, (1980) ‘Index, Context, and Content’, in Stig Kange and Sven Öhman, eds. 

Philosophy and Grammar, 1980, 79 – 100; Maxwell J. Cresswell, Structured Meanings (The 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, Cambridge, MA., 2002). 
22  Paul Horwich, Meaning (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998); Robert Brandom, Making it 

Explicit. Reasoning, Representing, and Discursive Commitment (Harvard University Press, 

1994).  
23 David Lewis, ‘General Semantics’, Synthese 22 (1-2), 1970, 18 – 67, 31 

24 David Lewis, op. cit. note 21, 95 

25 David Lewis, op. cit. note 21, 91 
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whereas Hintikka and Sandu 26  argue that the principle cannot explain the functioning of 

quantifiers. Besides, there are externalist27 and also internalist28 theories of meaning. At a 

different level, true propositions can be explained as somehow mirroring states of affairs29. 

Alternatively, we might characterize true propositions as those contents that we endorse and 

promote as premises for future inferential acts30. Still, a different debate is whether mental 

states ground and/or individuate contents or else whether contents are instead individuated by 

objective/intersubjective relations. Classical expressivists took the former path, modern 

inferentialists take the latter.  

And so on and so forth. But the enquiries into the inner nature of propositions, into the 

semantics of linguistic items, or into the metaphysical statuses of the entities that we know, 

believe, or doubt stand beyond a basic acknowledgement that whatever behaves like a 

proposition is a proposition. Because it belongs to the meta-theory, [OI] remains neutral about 

particular semantic and metaphysical implementations. This neutrality is a welcome 

consequence of [OI] which keeps normative claims within the realm of the inferentially 

structured discourse, of rational evaluation and rational criticism, but out of the partisan debates 

over the nature of propositions or the semantics of natural language sentences. A related 

 
26 Jaakko Hintikka and Gabriel Sandu, ‘What are Quantifiers?’,  Synthese, vol. 98, no. 1, 1994, 

113 – 129, 116. 
27  Hillary Putnam, ‘The Meaning of “Meaning”’. Minnesota Studies in the Philosophy of 

Science 7, 1975, 131 – 193; Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity, Harvard University Press 

 1980 
28 Jerry Fodor, Psychosemantics (Cambridge, Mass., The MIT Press 1989); Dan Sperber and 

Deirdre Wilson, Relevance: Communication and cognition (Oxford, Blackwell’s, 1986) 
29 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (London, Kegan Paul, 1922),  2.21 

30 Robert Brandom, Reason in Philosophy. Animating Ideas (The Belknap Press of Harvard 

University Press. Cambridge, Mass. and London, 2009), chapter 6; Donal Davidson, ‘The Folly 

of Trying to Define Truth’, The Journal of Philosophy, vol. XCIII, 1996, 263 – 278; Richard 

Rorty, ‘Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth’, Philosophical Papers. Cambridge University 

Press, 1985/1990 
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desirable effect is that it explains in the simplest way how descriptive and normative claims 

co-exist in inferences.  

3. The logico-semantic structure of Geach’s valid patterns 

In sections 1 and 2 I have argued for the meta-theoretical nature of [OI], which places this 

intuition beyond partisan debates between the theories that would provide its semantic and 

metaphysical implementation. In this section I will show that, although [OI] is compatible with 

both descriptivist and anti-descriptivist positions, different theories applied to different 

arguments with different logico-semantic structures incur different commitments. Not all 

theories produce the same results or have to answer to the same kinds of objection, and the 

outcome also depends on the particular structure of the arguments at issue. The two arguments 

that Geach mentions are instances of modus ponens, but the propositions that constitute them 

admit distinct analyses from a logico-semantic perspective. In particular, the two patterns that 

Geach mentions show some peculiarities that are worth considering.  

There are two argument-patterns in Geach’s text, the ‘is-true’ pattern and the ‘is-bad’ pattern: 

 True Bad 

Premise 1 x is true → p w is bad → p 

Premise 2  x is true w is bad 

Conclusion p p 

 

The way in which Geach includes these two arguments in his text makes it difficult to notice 

that they possess different logico-semantic structures and properties. To begin with, ‘is true’ 

and ‘is bad’ apply to entities of different logico-semantic categories, even if from a grammatical 

viewpoint they are both predicables. Truth is a higher-level notion that primarily applies to 
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propositions (0-adic concepts), whereas the arguments of ‘is bad’ are either individuals or n-

adic concepts (n> 0). The semantic options for explaining the validity of both arguments are 

explained in the following sub-sections. The ‘is-true' argument will be the topic of subsection 

3.1; the ‘is-bad’ argument will be analysed in subsection 3.2. 

3.1 The ‘is true’ argument 

Let x = what she said and p =Theresa May resigned as PM. The following argument, [‘is-true' 

argument 1], is an instance of Geach’s ‘is-true’ argument:  

[‘is-true’ argument 1]  

Premise 1: If what she said is true, then Theresa May resigned as PM 

Premise 2: What she said is true 

Conclusion: Theresa May resigned as PM. 

To make this argument completely explicit, let us assume that what she said is that Theresa 

May resigned as PM, i.e. that p in Geach’s pattern discloses the content of x.  

The validity of the ‘is-true’ argument is immediately seen by anyone who understands it. This 

is something that Geach and his followers recognize and his critics do not reject. What [OI] 

implies then is that the antecedent of the conditional in Premise 1 as well as Premise 2 possesses 

propositional status. Otherwise, either Premise 1 would be ill-formed, since conditionals 

require propositions as their antecedents, or else the argument could not go through since only 

propositions (such as Premise 2) count as steps in inferential chains.  

Nevertheless, the validity of the ‘is-true’ argument can satisfactorily be explained by a 

minimalist, non-descriptivist account of the truth predicate, in which the predicate is treated as 

semantically irrelevant, as much as by a descriptivist, realist approach to truth, in which ‘is-
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true’ is interpreted as a contentful predicate. Both explanations are compatible with the basic 

intuition represented by [OI]. Let us see how both competing approaches would proceed.  

Truth (‘is true’) is a function of propositions. By ‘functions of propositions’ I mean predicative 

notions that have propositions as arguments. Truth is one of them, further examples being the 

class of propositional-attitude verbs (‘know’, ‘consider’, ‘doubt’, ‘believe’, etc.) and the class 

of logical constants (‘if’, ‘no’, ‘and’, ‘or’). Commenting on the category of arguments of the 

truth concept is an alternative way of introducing the classical topic of truth bearers. Whether 

propositions are the primary truth bearers is an issue that has stirred substantial controversy 

during the rise of analytic philosophy in the first half of the past century. Nevertheless, what is 

uncontroversial is that truth is said of items that can be linguistically represented by declarative 

sentences, and that speakers attribute truth to what other people or they themselves say in 

particular assertive acts. Philosophers call these items ‘propositions’ 31. 

There is no standard linguistic form that functions of propositions systematically adopt, and in 

fact, functions of propositions can occur in sentences as ordinary predicates, operators, adverbs, 

or loose sentential clauses, as Urmson showed concerning parenthetical verbs32. Truth provides 

a good illustration of the linguistic adaptability of functions of propositions. The expressions 

‘is true’, ‘it is true that’, ‘truly’, and ‘truth’, are all linguistic representations of the concept 

truth. Grammar is thus misleading. As Geach remarked, albeit with a different purpose, ‘here 

as elsewhere people have not learned from [Frege’s] work as much as they should’33. 

 
31François Recanati, F. ‘The Pragmatics of What Is Said’, Mind and Language 4 (1989), 6: 295 

– 329; Robyn Carston, ‘Word Meaning, What Is Said and Explicature’, in Carlo Penco and 

Filippo Domaneschi (eds), What is Said and What is Not (Stanford: CSLI Publications, 2013); 

Alan Gibbard, op. cit, note 15. 
32 J. O. Urmson, ’Parenthetical Verbs’, Mind 61 (244), (1952), 480 – 496. 

33 Peter Geach, op. cit., note 4, 222. 
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If, as in our example, what she said is that Theresa May resigned as PM, then (1) and (2) convey 

the same content, 

(1) What she said is true,  

(2) It is true that Theresa May resigned as PM. 

When functions of propositions adopt the superficial form of sentential operators, as in (2), the 

propositional status of the argument is explicitly displayed. By contrast, when functions of 

propositions occur in the form of ordinary predicables, as in (1), the propositional nature of the 

grammatical subject is hidden under the grammatical surface. As Frege taught us 34 , the 

grammatical categories of subject and predicate lack logical significance, something that in the 

analysis of normative concepts is particularly important to keep in mind.  

Definite descriptions, e.g. expressions of the form ‘What she said’, are from a grammatical 

viewpoint singular terms. Geach35 and Ryle36 stressed one of their characteristic semantic 

features by calling them ‘namely-riders’. According to these authors, they are expressions that 

call for an instantiation in the form of a namely-clause. Some examples: 

(3) What she said, namely, that Theresa May resigned as PM, 

(4) What he wore, namely, just a few drops of Channel No. 5, 

(5) What she bought, namely, a Kindle Oasis. 

 
34 Gottlob Frege, ‘Begriffsschrift, a formula language modeled upon that of arithmetic, for pure 

thought’, in Jean van Heijenoort, ed., From Frege to Gödel. A source book on mathematical 

logic, 1879-1931 (Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1967), 1 – 82. 
35 Peter Geach, ‘Ryle on Namely-Ryders’, Analysis 3 (1961), 64 – 67.  

36 Gilbert Ryle, ‘Heterologicality’, Analysis 11 no. 3 (1951), 61 – 69.  
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As these examples show, the nature of the entity that satisfies the description may vary. In (3), 

the namely-clause introduces a reference to a proposition whereas in (4) and (5) the clauses 

introduce a description of non-countable stuff and the name of an object, respectively. In the 

case of truth, the description of the item to which truth is ascribed has to ‘ride on’ the 

propositional content. Otherwise, the sentence-like entity that results will be ill-formed, as in 

(6) and (7), 

(6) What he wore is true*, 

(7) What she bought is true*. 

This feature of some descriptions as namely-riders with propositional content explains the grain 

of truth in the central claim of ascriptivism as Geach characterizes it, i. e. ‘that to say “what the 

policeman said is true” is not to describe or characterize what the policeman said but to 

corroborate it’. The explanation goes as follows: according to descriptivism, a sentence such 

as (8), 

(8) The policeman stopped the car, 

depicts a situation or a set of situations in which a policeman and a car are involved, and where 

an action by the policeman has the effect of stopping the car. This is quite uncontroversial. But 

it is equally uncontroversial that not all declarative English sentences depict or describe in the 

way that (8) arguably does. A sentence such as (9), 

(9) What the policeman said is true, 

cannot be said to describe (see section 4 below) any specific type of situation. If the policeman 

had uttered any of the following sentences (10), (11), (12), 

(10)  The suspect ran away, 

(11)  It’s a lovely day, 
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(12)  The European Commission encourages politics of austerity, 

the corresponding use of (9) would have conveyed a different descriptive content. None of the 

situations allegedly depicted by (10), (11), or (12) would be in a better position to be the 

descriptive content of (9). In this specific sense, it is natural to say that truth ascriptions do not 

describe. Nevertheless, that these ascriptions do not describe or even that their function is to 

‘corroborate’ what somebody has said does not imply that they lack propositional content. By 

uttering sentence (10), the policeman says that the suspect ran way. In an appropriate context, 

a speaker who utters (9) corroborates what the policeman had said and thereby says herself that 

the suspect ran away. What is crucial for my point is that the further act of corroboration does 

not annihilate the available propositional content. If this is so, the antecedent of Premise 1 and 

the free-standing truth ascription, Premise 2, share their content and thus modus ponens can be 

applied. A fallacy would appear if corroboration destroyed the propositional content, an 

assumption that has not been defended by anybody so far, and that would go against the logical 

grammar of ‘corroborate’. 

With these analytic tools in hand, let us go back to Geach’s  ‘is-true’ argument.  

[‘is true’ argument] 

[Premise 0: She said that Theresa May resigned as PM] 

Premise 1: If what she said is true, then Theresa May resigned as PM 

Premise 2: What she said is true 

Conclusion: Theresa May resigned as PM. 

In the antecedent of Premise 1, and in Premise 2, full propositions are required to move the 

inferential mill. Grammatically, sentences are the linguistic items that can occur after ‘if’ and 

that can stand alone as steps in inferences. The description ‘what she said’ cannot do either of 
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these jobs, since as a singular term it does not belong to the appropriate grammatical category. 

Now, there are two alternative ways of explaining the role of the truth predicate that 

accompanies this description, a deflationist explanation and a ‘substantive’ explanation. 

According to the deflationist explanation, the grammatical predicate ‘is true’ does not add 

anything to the content of the description, which is already fully propositional. It is 

semantically irrelevant. The role of ‘is true’ is merely instrumental, helping to represent the 

propositional content of the description in a sentential way. The dummy predicate ‘is true’ 

would be a de-nominalizor37. The crucial point here is that while the truth predicate adds no 

new information to the proposition that satisfies the description, it does not take anything away 

either, and hence the truth ascription expresses a proposition which is identical to the 

propositional content of the definite description.  

Let us go now to the substantive, descriptivist explanation. The substantive explanation of the 

meaning of truth does not need to be defended on this account, because it does not challenge 

the claim that truth ascriptions possess propositional content. Truth ascriptions behave as 

indicative sentences do, in which some property is predicated of some entity, or some entities 

are said to be related in some way. As the substantive explanation goes, in keeping with 

standard versions of descriptivism in which grammatical predicates represent properties that 

qualify objects, the propositional content of truth ascriptions is not jeopardized, and the validity 

of the ‘is-true’ argument needs no specific analysis. The semantic and metaphysical difficulties 

that a substantive account of the truth predicate faces are present though, and relate to the kind 

of objects that propositions are, and which substantive information the truth-predicate adds to 

the proposition expressed by truth-ascriptions. 

 
37 Paul Horwich, op. cit. note 22; Jeremy Wyatt, ‘The Many (Yet Few) Faces of Deflationism’, 

The Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 66, Issue 263 (2016), 326 – 382; María J. Frápolli, The 

Nature of Truth. An Updated Approach to the Meaning of Truth-Ascriptions (Springer, 2013) 
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Both explanations, the deflationist one and the substantive one, are compatible with the validity 

of the ‘is-true’ argument, which is not in question. Thus, FGA does not provide an argument 

against a non-descriptivist approach to truth or in favour of a representationalist semantic view. 

3.2 The ‘is-bad’ argument 

Let us now turn to Geach’s 'is-bad' argument. Here is an instance:  

['is-bad' argument 1] 

Premise 1: If what she did is bad, then she should be punished 

Premise 2: What she did is bad 

Conclusion: She should be punished. 

As in the ‘is-true’ argument, the predicate ‘is bad’ has a definite description as its grammatical 

subject, which is also a namely-rider − what she did, namely torturing animals. This [‘is-bad' 

argument 1] is a general argument that can be implemented in various ways. A possible 

instance is [‘is-bad’ argument 2]: 

[‘is-bad’ argument 2] 

Premise 0:  Torturing animals is what she did  

Premise 1:  If what she did, namely torturing animals, is bad, then she should be punished 

Premise 2:  What she did is bad 

Conclusion:  She should be punished. 

As it happens in the case of truth, ‘What she did is bad’ expresses a proposition because the 

‘is-bad’ argument is in fact valid. Nevertheless, unlike ‘is true’, ‘is bad’ is a function of 
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concepts, properties, or actions38, i.e. a function of n-adic concepts (n > 0) instead of a function 

of propositions (0-adic concepts). In some cases, ‘is bad’ might occur as a property of objects 

as well39. The dissimilarity in logical form between the ‘is-true’ argument and the ‘is-bad’ 

argument precludes the extrapolation of the deflationist strategy for ‘is true’ to the ‘is-bad’ 

argument. An explanation of the propositional status of ‘what she did is bad’ cannot rely on 

any alleged semantic irrelevance of ‘is bad’. The reason for this is that the appropriate 

arguments for ‘is bad’, on their own, are not the kind of items that can play the role of premise 

and conclusion in inferences.  Thus, if the argument is valid, the alternative to the 

substantive/representationalist explanation of ‘is bad’ cannot be the semantic irrelevance of the 

predicable, as in the deflationist explanation of ‘is true’. The two arguments are different in 

logical form and require different logico-semantic explanations. 

Certainly, one might reject the dissimilarity of the two arguments and assume that they are 

analogous in structure40. Then the explanation might proceed by arguing that the predicate ‘is 

bad’ can also occur as an operator, ‘it is bad that’. In that case, its argument should be a 

sentence.  Here, (13) and (14) illustrate this move, 

(13) Torturing animals is bad, 

(14) It is bad that you torture animals. 

 
38 Mark Schroeder, op. cit. note 11, 589. 
39 I will not dispute this point. There might be reasons to believe that ‘bad’ in ‘he is a bad 

person’ applies to individuals, in the same sense in which some people have argued that ‘true’ 

has first-level uses as in ‘He is a true friend’. I disagree. I consider that ‘true’ and ‘bad’ to  

express normative notions that always involve reference to some standards that have to be 

represented as conceptual systems. Nevertheless, the alleged existence of first-level instances 

of them is irrelevant for my point here. 
40 Peter Geach, op. cit., note 4;  Mark Schroeder, Being For: Evaluating the Semantic Program 

of Expressivism. Oxford: University Press 2008, 704; Wolfgang Künne, W., Conceptions of 

Truth. Oxford, Clarendon Press, 2003. 
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Nevertheless we should bear in mind that sentential forms do not guarantee propositional 

contents. Even if propositions are often represented linguistically by sentences, belonging to 

the category of sentences is neither necessary nor sufficient for an expression to have 

propositional content. Singular terms, such as descriptions and pronouns, can stand for 

propositions and some sentences are unable to bear full propositionality. The grammatical 

subject of (1) above, i. e. ’what she said’, is an example of the first case, and the sentential 

argument of (14), on its more natural interpretation, is an example of the second case. A further 

example of the second case is the argument of the that-clause in Castañeda’s famous example41, 

(15), 

(15) The editor of Soul knows that he is a billionaire. 

Whereas the following example, (16), offers a clarifying contrast, 

(16) The editor of Soul knows that Queen Elizabeth is a billionaire 

In (16) the that-clause is detachable. (16) entails (17), 

(17) Queen Elizabeth is a millionaire. 

In (15) the argument of the that-clause, although sentential in form, is non-detachable42.  

The move from (13) to (14) is a formal transformation without deeper significance. If the 

subject in (13) is non-propositional, the transformation of (13) into (14) is not enough to confer 

propositionality to the operator’s argument. The operator ‘it is bad that’ opens up, as a merely 

syntactic issue, a sentential slot that the predicate ‘torture animals’ cannot fill. The syntactic 

 
41 Hector-Neri Castañeda, ‘He: A study in the logic of self-consciousness’, in J. G. Hart and T. 

Kapitan, eds., The Phenomenology of the I. Essays in Self-conciousness, (Bloomington, 

Indiana, Indiana University Press, 1999), 54 
42 Hector-Neri Castañeda, op. cit., note 41; Christopher Williams, What is Identity? (Oxford: 

University Press, 1989). More examples of indicative sentences without propositional content 

can be found in James Dreier, J. (2015) ‘Truth and Disagreement in Impassioned Belief’, 

Analysis, 75(3) (2015), 450 – 59, 452. 
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solution is to convert the predicable ‘torture animals’ into a sentence ‘in form’43, i.e. ‘x torture 

animals’ / ‘you torture animals’, whose syntactic status is now appropriate.  

Torturing animals, helping refugees, or cheating on partners ⏤that is, objects of moral 

evaluation⏤ can be said to be disgusting, admirable, shameful, fun, or boring, but none of these 

can be said to be true or false.  

The argument of the that-clause in (14), i. e. (18), 

(18) You torture animals, 

could express a proposition if the pronoun were used referentially and the context provided a 

content. It might be the case that, by uttering (18), somebody meant something like (19), 

(19) You, Peter, torture animals. 

In that case, (14’), 

(14’) It is bad that you, Peter, torture animals, 

would be a suitable candidate for the deflationary explanation given above for the case of truth. 

The predicable ‘is bad’ would not add new content to (19) and would be a mere expressive 

device. Ayer accepted this possibility:  

The presence of an ethical symbol in a proposition adds nothing to its factual content. 

Thus if I say to someone, ‘You acted wrongly in stealing that money’, I am not stating 

anything more than if I had simply said, ‘You stole that money’. In adding that this 

 
43  Willard van Orman Quine, (1960) Word and Object (Harvard, Mass., The MIT Press, 1960), 

137. 
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action is wrong I am not making any further statement about it. I am simply evincing 

my moral disapproval of it44.   

The deflationary explanation clarifies the propositional nature of functions of propositions plus 

their arguments by showing that these functions do not add new concepts to their propositional 

arguments. This explanation works only for functions with propositional arguments45. As the 

most natural interpretation of (13) is, as Ayer saw, a generalization in which ‘is bad’ applies to 

courses of action, behaviour, or actions, and not to singular propositions such as (19), (13) does 

not meet the conditions required for the deflationary explanation.  

The standard, substantive explanation implies a realist view of values, whose consequences are 

known by every ethical theorist and philosopher of language. Nevertheless, even if the 

deflationary explanation is off the table, there is still an alternative to the substantive view. 

Inferentialism46 is the non-descriptivist view that better explains the validity of the ‘is-bad’ 

argument and represents a natural development of [OI]. According to inferentialism, 

propositions are those entities capable of performing the roles of premises and conclusions in 

arguments. Propositions are individuated by their inferential relations with other propositions 

and are essentially the bricks with which inferences are built47. If a semantic item can be 

asserted (as happens with Premise 2), and its assertion has the significance of a move in an 

 
44 Alfred J. Ayer, Language, Truth, and Logic (Penguin Books, 1936), 107 

45 The case of predicates of personal taste is similar to the case of ethical terms. A non-

descriptivist, expressivist explanation of normative first-order predicables, such as ‘is tasty’, is 

in no better position than ‘is bad’ on this account. MacFarlane explains the import of ‘is tasty’ 

as belonging to the context of assessment (John MacFarlane, op. cit. note 1, 149). His relativism 

is very much in need of explanation once the non-propositional status of its argument is 

exposed. MacFarlane’s view is not my concern here, but it is worth bearing in mind that a 

correct assessment of the scope of FGA and an appropriate answer to it have effects that exceed 

the strict limits of meta-ethics. 
46  Robert Brandom, op. cit., note 22 and Robert Brandom, Articulating Reasons: An 

Introduction to Inferentialism (Harvard University Press, 2000) 
47 See Robert Brandom, op. cit., note 22, chapter 2 passim, e.g. 91-92 
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inferential game, it possesses a propositional nature 48 . Biting Geach’s bullet and 

acknowledging, directly and immediately, the propositional status of instances of ‘x is bad’ is 

what follows from [OI] and what inferentialism, as a semantic theory, develops.  

The criticism of non-descriptivism via FGA assumes that ‘torturing animals is bad’ expresses 

a proposition because ‘is bad’ represents an ingredient of state-of-affairs. This might be correct, 

but it does not follow from FGA. The alternative explanation, that ‘torturing animals is bad’ 

has propositional content because it can be inferentially articulated as a premise or a 

conclusion, is also compatible with the validity of the argument. 

In summary, the validity of Geach’s argument patterns require that the propositional status of 

normative propositions be acknowledged, and for this it is enough to accept the propositional 

criterion formulated in [OI]. Both the ‘is-bad’ argument and the ‘is-true’ argument are valid, 

as Geach correctly states. Nevertheless, the set of possible non-descriptivist explanations 

available to us in order to account for their validity is not identical. The truth operator can be 

assumed to be semantically irrelevant, but ‘is bad’ cannot be so explained because this would 

imply the invalidity of the ‘is-bad’ argument. Not all non-descriptivist approaches that work 

for ‘is true’ are appropriate for ‘is bad’, even if the converse might well be true. The challenge 

of FGA for the analysis of moral discourse requires more radical moves than the relatively 

harmless modifications that are capable of explaining, in a deflationist fashion, the behaviour 

of functions of propositions49. If propositions are interpreted as 0-adic concepts, any general 

explanation given for concepts whose arguments are also concepts would cover both the case 

of ‘is true’ and the case of ‘is bad’. Moreover, any explanation that attended to semantics by 

 
48 See, e.g., Robert Brandom, op. cit., note 22, 167ff. 

49 María J. Frápolli and Neftalí Villanueva, ‘Minimal Expressivism’, dialectica, vol. 66, no 4 
(2012),  471 ⏤ 487 
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relying on inferential relations and not on compositional procedures, could similarly explain 

the validity of both arguments. 

4. Answering some criticisms 

Inferentialism is a semantic theory, and as such stands at the same level as expressivism, 

descriptivism, and representationalism, and it is a particular development of the [OI], albeit a 

very natural, and straightforward one, because it also individuates propositions ‘from above’: 

if what appears to be two different propositional contents possess the same properties and stand 

in the same relations, then they are one and the same. This is an instance of the Leibniz Law. 

But although [OI] and inferentialism stand at different levels, some criticisms of inferentialism 

apply also to [OI]. So it is advisable to say something about them. 

The two worries that seem to be more deeply rooted in the minds of critics of non-descriptivism 

are, first, the vanishing of a limpid separation between the descriptive and normative realms 

and, second, the danger of a contagious generalization of non-descriptivism to any areas of 

discourse. Both qualms are related and I will comment on them in turn. 

The first concern is the collapse of the descriptive/normative distinction. Chrisman and 

Dreier50, among others, have given voice to the suspicion that non-descriptivism has the effect 

of blurring the distinction between descriptive and normative uses of language, between ethical 

realism and anti-realism, between ises and oughts. An initial step towards answering this worry 

is to point out that the lack of any radical divide between these two realms is not as 

consequential as it might seem. The distinction may very well be gradual rather than radical, 

and context-dependent rather than absolute.  

 
50 Matthew Chrisman, op. cit. note 2; James Dreier, ‘Meta-Ethics and the Problem of Creeping 

Minimalism’, Philosophical Perspectives, 18, 2004, 23 – 44, 26 
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In any case, [OI] shows only that the distinction (or the gradation) does not belong to the meta-

theory of propositions and concepts, but rather to some particular substantive theories that 

implement [OI]. The hardly debatable fact that normative claims can take part in inferences, as 

illustrated by FGA, shows that the distinction between descriptive and normative claims, at 

most, classifies kinds of propositions rather than demarcates the class of propositions from the 

class of non-propositional entities. In particular, a clear-cut distinction between normative and 

descriptive propositions and concepts is a vestige of empiricist semantics51, but does not need 

to belong to the general intuition that defines propositions and concepts. Other, less 

hierarchical, semantic implementations cannot draw the distinction as easily as empiricist 

proposals52. In an inferentialist, rationalist approach to concepts, there is no a priori, general, 

criterion to distinguish normative from descriptive concepts and contents.  

The intuition that we all feel that there is a difference in use between ‘The cat is on the mat’ 

and ‘She did the right thing’ may touch upon semantic features that are worth distinguishing. 

Other sentences such as ‘Two times two is four’, ‘Boris Johnson insists on a hard Brexit’, ‘I 

love you so much’, or ‘Children usually resemble their parents’ surely present differences as 

marked as the differences we see in the first two examples. The point made by [OI] is simply 

that all these differences do not affect the propositional nature of these contents. Thus, the 

general answer to this first concern, provided by the view I am defending, is that the distinction 

between descriptive and normative claims surely marks differences in use that deserve to be 

acknowledged, but this acknowledgement does not require exiling normative claims from the 

realm of propositions. Pragmatist approaches would welcome gradual and context-dependent 

distinctions, and semanticist approaches would favour clear-cut distinctions. 

 
51 Nevertheless, even Ayer (op. cit, note 17, 107) makes room for a descriptive sense of ‘good’  
52 Allan Gibbard, op. cit. note 15,  53ff.; Robert Brandom, op. cit., note 20, 614ff. 
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The second concern is what Dreier and Chrisman have called ‘creeping minimalism’53. The 

charge of creeping minimalism is the suspicion that a non-representationalist (expressivist, 

minimalist, deflationist, and the like) account of some notion (e.g. truth, proposition, assertion, 

and the like) forces the corresponding non-representationalist accounts upon all members of its 

semantic family. Belonging to a semantic family means that the definition of any of its 

members necessarily involves reference, explicit or implicit, to some of the others. In other 

words, the criticism is that non-representationalist approaches to any one of the notions of truth, 

proposition, knowledge, and assertion contaminate the semantics of the other notions as well. 

This concern is completely justified. Here too we should bite the bullet, since the semantic 

views that account for truth, proposition, knowledge, and assertion have to be mutually 

coherent. In the range of semantic proposals for truth, proposition, knowledge, and assertion, 

the result of creeping minimalism stands at one end. At the opposite end stands the result of 

what we might call ‘creeping descriptivism’ or ‘creeping representationalism’, i.e. the view 

that all assertions have to be descriptions and represent states of affairs. Sentences such as 

‘What the policeman said is true’, ‘Joan trusts Victoria’, ‘Torturing animals is wrong’, and 

‘The European Commission encourages austerity politics’ would be classified by creeping 

descriptivism/representationalism as descriptions of some kind. Creeping 

descriptivism/representationalism also implies that, if these sentences are true, there must be 

some combinations of entities that act as their truth-makers 54 . The risk of creeping 

descriptivism/representationalism places the objection of creeping minimalism in its right 

perspective. If descriptivists were justified in accusing non-descriptivists of having drained 

notions such as truth and proposition of their content, non-descriptivists would be justified in 

accusing descriptivists of having drained notions such as description and representation of their 

 
53 James Dreier, op. cit. note 50; Matthew Chrisman, op. cit., note 2 
54 For an illustration of the consequences of creeping descriptivism, see Price’s matching game 

in Huw Price, Naturalism without Mirrors (Oxford University Press, 2011), 3ff. 
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contents. In terms of semantic drainage, no party is in a better position. The options are now 

clearly stated. Nevertheless, the fact that undoubtedly all parties have still a long way to go in 

order to present proposals free of semantic difficulties does not necessarily imply that both 

views have similar credentials. Representationalism/descriptivism seems to have exhausted its 

options and presents itself as a declining paradigm, whereas the potential of its alternatives 

remains to be seen. Moreover, the uncontaminated intuitions of speakers and theorists, those 

that belong to the set of background assumptions and that have conferred FGA the 

philosophical status that it currently enjoys, tip the balance in favour of a minimalist 

development, if only for methodological reasons. For, in order to understand the import of 

FGA, it is not necessary to involve oneself in the endless difficulties derived from the realist 

and representationalist views of normative notions.   

Let us take stock and draw some concluding remarks. FGA undoubtedly refutes the interjection 

view on normative claims, but it does not affect semantic approaches to the meaning of some 

terms that are truth-conditionally irrelevant 55 , nor the approaches to propositions that 

individuate them by non-representationalist criteria. The organic intuition that propositions are 

the entities that behave as such is a basic presupposition of FGA and a presupposition that has 

not been challenged by anti-representationalists, who have not felt the need to argue for it 

either. The organic intuition seems thus be a very basic intuition about propositions shared by 

all parties and should not be used to support either a representationalist account of normative 

terms or a realist account of values.  

According to [OI], propositions are the basic entities able to bear logical properties. If we 

philosophers consider that normative and descriptive claims manifest essentially distinct 

properties, and require different semantic and metaphysical treatments, this needs not be done 

 
55 María J. Frápolli and Neftalí Villanueva, op. cit., note 49 
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at the price of denying the former their status as genuine propositions. There is nothing to gain 

and, as the endless discussions on FGA and the semantics of ethical discourse show, very much 

to lose56. 
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