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1 | Creeping Minimalism and the Challenge from

Conceptual Role Semantics

1.1 Introduction

In what James Dreier called the “Good Old Days” (2004, p. 23), the distinction
between moral realists and antirealists was clear cut: moral realists believed
that there are moral entities or properties, that some moral judgements are true
and that moral judgements represent reality, while antirealists denied all this.
In the last few decades, however, many antirealists have adopted minimalism
about truth, representation and even existence. That is, they also hold that
a sentence such as ‘lying is wrong’ is true, that it represents lying as wrong
and that wrongness, ipso facto, exists. The problem of creeping minimalism is
that if antirealists make these realist-sounding claims, it becomes difficult to
see what exactly the difference is between realists and antirealists.

In this paper I present a solution to the creeping minimalism problem. I
first show what is wrong with current proposals presented in the literature,
such as the ones offered by James Dreier (2004; 2018), Matthew Chrisman
(2008) and Matthew Simpson (2018). My account combines several features
of the accounts offered by these authors, but departs in one respect from all of
them. Following Dreier, I hold that the correct explanation of the distinction
between metaethical theories is explanationist, i.e. that explanatory role is
key in explaining the distinction. Following Simpson and contrary to Dreier, I
think that the fundamental distinction is not between realists and antirealists
but between representationalists and expressivists. Finally, I depart from all of
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these accounts in the sense that I do not think that we should distinguish po-
sitions based on what it is to make a moral judgement. The correct distinction
is made on the basis of what explains the truth-value of a moral judgement.

1.2 Error Theory, False Beliefs and Non-existent Ob-

jects

As already indicated in the introduction, Dreier is concerned with a distinction
between realists and antirealists. He draws upon Gibbard (2009) and Fine
(2001) when he maintains that “a realist says that the best explanation [of
what it is to make a normative judgement] must be in terms of [. . . ] normative
properties” (2004, p. 37). In contrast, expressivists (a subgroup of antirealists)
do not appeal to facts or properties when explaining moral judgements. Dreier
writes:

The point, I think, is that expressivists are distinguished by their
claim that there is nothing to making a normative judgment over
and above being in a state that plays a certain “non-cognitive” psy-
chological role, a role more like desire than it is like factual belief.
In particular, to explain what it is to make a moral judgment, we
need not mention any normative properties. (2004, p. 39)

Let us identify two important aspects of Dreier’s “explanation” explanation. It
is a distinction between realists and antirealists which is based on (a) explana-
tory roles (explanationism) of (b) what it is to make a moral judgement (the
content criterion).

The first challenge to Dreier’s account I would like to discuss was originally
presented by Matthew Chrisman (2008). He notes that we can meaningfully
talk about states of affairs that do not obtain. Consider for example the
following two sentences:

(1) The moon is made out of cheese.
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(2) Krypton is made of kryptonite.

Both sentences are meaningful, but false.1 Let us see why this is a problem
for the “explanation” explanation. In Dreier’s original paper it is not always
clear which type of normative entity does the explanatory work. Do normative
facts or normative properties explain what it is to make a normative judge-
ment? One of the problems that Chrisman has identified with a fact-based
explanation is that a realist about the moon cannot explain the meaning of (1)
(“the moon is made out of cheese”) by appealing to the fact that the moon is
made out of cheese. This is not an option for the simple reason that there is
no such fact.

A properties-based “explanation” explanation seems more promising. A
realist could explain the meaning of (1) by appealing to the concepts that
constitute the proposition that is expressed by (1); perhaps we could explain
the meaning of (1) by appealing to the properties that these concepts refer to.
That is, perhaps we can explain what it is to utter (1) by appealing to the
moon and the property of being made of cheese. However, Chrisman argues
that this explanation might work for a sentence such as (1), but not for a
sentence such as (2) (“Krypton is made of kryptonite”). The reason, again, is
simple. Neither Krypton not the property of being made of kryptonite exists,
so there is no entity and no property that can explain what it is to judge that
(2).2

So it seems that Dreier’s original proposal cannot provide a satisfactory
explanation of the distinction between expressivists and realists. In the liter-
ature we can find two interesting alternatives for Dreier’s explanation of the

1 (1) is definitely false. (2) might be seen as true within a specific fictional discourse or
might be taken to be equivalent to “If Krypton exists, it is made of kryptonite”. However,
this does not undermine Chrisman’s worry.

2 One might try to get around this issue by claiming that being made of kryptonite is
an uninstantiated property and that there is a possible world where Krypton exists. This
would not change the fact that Dreier’s account misclassifies the views that deny this. See
also Simpson (2018), p. 516.
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distinction. The first suggestion is put forward by Chrisman himself. Chris-
man builds his account upon a version of inferentialism, according to which
the meaning of expressions is explained by “their role in the socially-embodied
inferential practice of making statements and giving and asking for reasons for
these statements” (2008, pp. 349-50). On this account, the meaning of an ex-
pression is determined by (a) the inferences that are licensed by the expression
and (b) the circumstances that license uttering the expression.

Simplifying a little, Chrisman thinks that there are (at least) two species
of inference: theoretical inferences and practical inferences. The premises of a
theoretical inference are theoretical reasons, or evidence, for the conclusion of
the inference. The upshot of good theoretical reasoning is theoretical knowledge
about the world. The premises of practical inferences provide practical support
for the conclusion. If one correctly engages in practical reasoning, the conclu-
sion “can constitute practical knowledge about how to interact with the world
as we know it to be” (2008, p. 351). This allows Chrisman to say that realists
think that moral judgements express theoretical commitments, just like un-
controversially descriptive statements: in other words, realists think that true
moral judgements give us knowledge about the world. Expressivists, on the
other hand, deny this and maintain that moral judgements express practical
commitments: they hold that true moral judgements tell us how to interact
with the world as we know it to be. For Chrisman this amounts to the follow-
ing: moral realists think that the content of moral judgements is explained by
theoretical inferences and moral expressivists think that the content of moral
judgements is explained by practical inferences.

This seems to be an intuitive way to draw the distinction. However, as
Christine Tiefensee has argued, the proposal has a fundamental flaw:

The whole crux of the problem of creeping minimalism is, after
all, that expressivists no longer have reason to oppose theses about
the existence of moral truths and facts. On the minimalist read-
ing, stating that it is true that p boils down to asserting that p,
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which, as inferentialists tell us, amounts to acknowledging one’s
commitment to “p”. And since such commitments are to be read
along the lines of inferential entitlements and obligations, nothing
in this account runs contrary to inferentialist expressivism. (2016,
p. 2443)

Dreier’s motivation for proposing a new way to articulate the distinction
between realists and expressivists comes from the fact that expressivists can
mimic most of the realist’s vocabulary. But it seems that expressivists could
just as easily adopt a minimalist reading of theoretical inferences. And if they
do, the distinction that Chrisman offers evaporates. So Chrisman’s suggestion
does not work.

Another suggestion has been offered by Matthew Simpson (2018). He
agrees with Tiefensee that Chrisman’s proposal fails, but argues that we do not
have to abandon an explanationist reading of the distinction: that is, he thinks
that we can rescue Dreier’s idea that we can make a distinction in terms of
explanatory roles. The first change he proposes is to recast the discussion from
realists versus expressivists to representationalists versus expressivists. Rep-
resentationalists explain moral expressions in terms of representations, while
expressivists do not. Here is Simpson arguing for this distinction:

While realists typically accept representationalism, so do many
non-realists. For example, error theorists are not realists, in the
sense that they think there are no ethical truths or facts. But they
typically are representationalists: they think ethical thoughts are
best explained as representational beliefs. Therefore, distinguish-
ing expressivism from realism is not the right route: error theory
differs from expressivism in exactly the same relevant respect as
realism does, over whether ethical thought is belief-like and repre-
sentational. (2018, p. 515)
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To be clear, Simpson does not claim that representationalists think that
moral judgements represent reality and that expressivists do not. This sug-
gestion would obviously not work, as expressivists need not deny that moral
judgements represent reality. We already saw that minimalism gives expres-
sivists the tools to make these claims. Instead, Simpson’s suggestion is similar
in spirit to Dreier’s “explanation” explanation. He claims that representation-
alists explain moral judgements in terms of representations while expressivists
explain moral judgement in some other way (for example in terms of plan-
states).3

1.3 Narrow Conceptual Role Semantics for Realists

Unfortunately, I don’t think Simpson’s proposal succeeds either. I agree with
Simpson that error theory differs from expressivism in the same way as realism
does and that this makes it appropriate to focus on the representationalism-
expressivism distinction. So this certainly seems to be an improvement over
Dreier’s original suggestion. Moreover, Simpson’s solution is not vulnerable
to Chrisman’s objection concerning non-existing objects. However, Simpson’s
proposal, just like Dreier’s, misclassifies moral realists who defend a narrow
conceptual role semantics (CRS).

Conceptual role semanticists think that the meaning of expressions is de-
termined by the conceptual role the expression plays. This conceptual role
can, but need not, involve the (extra-mental) properties and entities that are
in dispute. So the conceptual role of a moral term such as “good” can, but need
not, involve moral properties such as goodness. A version of CRS which only
mentions mental states is usually called narrow. According to wide conceptual
role semantics, on the other hand, properties and entities can, and for some

3 My presentation of the account defended in Simpson (2018) is slightly simplified. Simp-
son suggests to “understand the expressivist’s ban on explanatory roles for representation
and belief as including anything which might plausibly serve as a reduction base for those
things”. As this does not matter for my argument, I ignore this complication in this paper.
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expressions do, figure in the conceptual rules that make up the meaning of
expressions.

Ralph Wedgwood is a moral realist who defends a narrow version of con-
ceptual role semantics. He proposes the following conceptual role for the ex-
pression “I ought to do x at time t”:

(A) Acceptance of “I ought to do x at time t” commits one to in-
tending to do x at time t.4

So for Wedgwood, the meaning of moral expressions is given by conceptual
roles that do not mention normative properties, entities or representations.
However, this does not make Wedgwood an expressivist (2001, p. 18). He
combines the internalist account of meaning with the idea that the correctness
of moral judgements depends on the external world (2001, p. 19, 2007, pp.
101-2, 2017, p. v). According to Wedgwood, the conceptual role also helps us
find out what the semantic value of an expression is. The semantic value of an
expression is that object that makes the conceptual role correctness-preserving
(2001, pp. 18-9). For an expression governed by (A), this means that the
semantic value is such that if accepting that I ought to do x is correct, then
forming the intention to do x is also correct. In other words, “I ought to do x”
singles out that which it would be correct to intend.5

So although Wedgwood spells out the meaning of moral expressions in
terms of relations between mental states, his account is a version of realism.
And this is a problem for both Simpson’s and Dreier’s account. Moral facts,
properties, entities or representations do not figure in the explanation of what

4 Wedgwood (2001, p. 15) officially spells out this rule in terms of ‘preferences’. However,
he goes on to explain preferences in terms of intentions. This is reflected in the rule I ascribe
to Wedgwood.

5Many people have raised concerns for Wedgwood’s account. Laura and François
Schroeter (2003) were one of the first to identify crucial problems with both the basic rule
of rationality that Wedgwood associates with the term ‘ought’ and the account of reference
determination that he provides. However, even if some of the objections turn out to be
successful, it still remains the case that it is a version of realism.
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it takes to be a moral judgment. What makes this even more problematic is
that Wedgwood’s account of meaning could be given by expressivists as well.
This implies that no explanation which has as explanandum what it takes
to be a moral judgement (or the content of moral judgements) can distinguish
between realists and antirealists. This seems to be a fatal blow for what I called
the content criterion: the idea that an explanation of the distinction between
representationalist and expressivist (or realists and expressivists) should be
stated in terms of what it is to make a moral judgement.

One could deny that Wedgwood’s account is really a version of realism or
maintain that it is incoherent in some sense, but I don’t think either of these
approaches is particularly fruitful. Dreier himself recognizes this, and admits
that a Wedgwood-style version of conceptual role semantics poses a problem
for his view. But he does not offer a solution for this problem (2018).6

1.4 A Better Version of Explanationism

Having described two problems for Dreier’s “explanation” explanation, I will
in the current section present an account that avoids these problems. In doing
so, I try to retain much of Dreier’s account. However, the first question we
should ask is whether we are talking about the distinction between expres-
sivists and realists or between expressivists and representationalists. Reacting

6 In private conversation it has been suggested to me that Dreier needn’t worry about
Wedgwood’s account, because Wedgwood holds that it is essential to concepts that they play
a representational role (see for example (2007, p. 81)). And the criticism continues, this
is something that the expressivist has to deny. I think this response misses the mark for
two reasons. Firstly, even if this response succeeds for Wedgwood’s account, we can imagine
an alternative theory of concepts for which this condition does not hold: not every account
of concepts is realist. Secondly, as we have already seen several times, we can interpret
“representational” in a deflationist way. Wedgwood elucidates his understanding of playing a
representational role as follows: “the nature of a concept consists purely in the contribution
that it makes to the nature of the thoughts in which it appears; and such thoughts are
nothing more than ways of representing some possible state of affairs” (Wedgwood, 2007,
p. 81). And the deflationist need not deny that concepts represent some possible state of
affairs, the fact that they do so is one of the reasons that gave rise to the initial problem of
creeping minimalism.
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to Chrisman’s problem of non-existing objects, Simpson proposes to recast
the debate from realism versus expressivism to representationalism versus ex-
pressivism. Dreier has responded by noting that although Simpson’s is an
interesting distinction, he is just not interested in that distinction (2018, p.
535). Dreier insists that he is interested in the distinction between realists
and expressivists, and if error theorists end up in the same category as expres-
sivists, then that is not really problematic. However, this does not seem to
be an adequate reply. Error theorists and realists share an outlook on what it
takes for a moral judgement to be true, and an explanation of the distinction
between metaethical theories should account for this fact.

What I take to be a valuable lesson from Dreier’s original paper is that the
correct account of the distinction between metaethical positions is a version
of explanationism, i.e., explanatory roles should figure in the explanation of
the relevant distinction. I also think that Simpson’s suggestion to distinguish
between representationalism and expressivism, instead of realism and expres-
sivism, is a fruitful one. The main point where I diverge from both accounts,
however, is that I do not think that we should look at what it takes to form or
believe a moral judgement. What a metasemantic theory such as Wedgwood’s
narrow conceptual role semantics teaches us is that realists and expressivists
can give exactly the same story about the meaning or content of moral judge-
ments: realists and expressivists might in fact agree on the specification of the
content of someone’s mental states (or utterance). Moreover, given minimalism
we also cannot rely on the fact that representationalists do and expressivists
do not take moral judgements to purport to refer to normative entities or
properties.

To see what a more fruitful explanation of this distinction is, we only have to
look at what Wedgwood himself thinks distinguishes his position from expres-
sivism. In Wedgwood’s account, the normative property “correctness” plays
an important role. However, as we saw above and he himself recognizes, “[the
normative property] is not used in specifying the contents of anyone’s mental
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states or utterances” (Wedgwood, 2007, p. 102). In his account, “correctness”
only plays a role in the metalanguage. As we saw in the previous section, in
the metalanguage the statement of his position is the following: accepting that
I ought to do x is correct only if forming the intention to do x is also correct.

This means that for Wedgwood, normative reality (whether the mental
state of intending to do x at time t has the property “correctness”) explains
whether the normative judgement is true or not (2001, pp. 5-6). So this leads
us to say that what distinguishes an expressivist version of narrow conceptual
role semantics and a representationalist version of conceptual role semantics is
what it is that explains whether a judgement is true or false. We can generalize
this idea and say that moral realists (and other representationalists) hold that
it is moral reality that explains whether a judgement is true or not, while moral
expressivists explain the truth value of a judgement without invoking moral
reality.

In contrast, suppose that we ask a quasi-realist what explains the truth
value of a certain normative judgement. Imagine that Simon Blackburn be-
lieves that we should not kick dogs for fun (Blackburn, 1984, pp. 218-9). Let
us now ask Blackburn what explains the truth value of this judgment. Since
Blackburn is a deflationist about truth, he thinks this is just the question:
“What explains why we should not kick dogs for fun?”. Blackburn thinks it’s
the fact that kicking causes them pain that explains why we should not kick
dogs for fun. And in general, Blackburn thinks the plain descriptive facts of
the world explain why various true normative judgments are true. Moreover, it
seems that other quasi-realists would give a similar answer: ask Allan Gibbard
why Holmes ought to start packing now and he will plausibly say that it is
explained by the fact that Moriarty is coming (Gibbard, 2009). They would
explain the truth of normative judgements by pointing at non-normative parts
of reality.7

7 For a critical discussion of the viability of this move with the regards to grounding, see
Berker (Forthcoming).
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Of course, this does not mean that all metaethicists who argue that the
plain descriptive facts of the world explain why various true normative judg-
ments are true are antirealists. For some metaethical realists are naturalists
who hold that the normative facts just are the plain descriptive facts. How-
ever, these naturalists have to say something about what it is that makes a
descriptive fact a normative fact. I can’t discuss all the different possiblities
here, but a proposal that I take to be plausible to say for the naturalist is
that there is something metaphysically distinctive that is shared by all moral
properties.8 We can then say that moral properties are properties that are
ascribed by moral predicates and that moral properties form a distinct meta-
physical kind.9 One can combine this metaphysical kind view with primitivism
about moral properties, which comes down to the claim that we cannot give
any further information regarding what it is that groups all moral properties
together. But one need not take this position. One could, for example, combine
the metaphysical kind view with the claim that moral properties are such that
properly cognizing the property provides one with specific reasons to act.10

This brings me to my proposal, which is the following explanation of the
distinction between representationalism and expressivism.

Representationalism about domain D: the truth value of judge-
ment J in domain D is explained by D-reality.

8 For a discussion of different proposals, see Eklund (2017, Chapter 5).
9 Some naturalists deny the metaphysical kind view. They think that the normative

facts are descriptive facts, but deny that there is something in reality that sets apart the
normative properties from the other descriptive properties. They typically say that it are
specific features of our language that pick out a group of descriptive properties instead of some
other group. The upshot of my view is that these naturalists are classified as antirealists.
Although not all naturalists will be happy with this classification, I don’t see any problem
with this result. These naturalists might be classified as cognitivists. But if they think that
it is language (instead of reality) that makes it the case that a descriptive property is also
a normative property, I find it very unproblematic to say that these philosophers are not
realists about normativity itself.

10 See for example Huemer (2005).
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Expressivism about domain D: the truth value of judgement J
in domain D is explained without appealing to D-reality.

With “D-reality” I just mean that part of reality that corresponds with
domain D. For example, moral representationalists say that the truth value
of a moral judgement is explained by moral reality. How we should think of
moral reality depends on the kind of representationalist we are talking about.
Naturalists will say that moral reality is a part of nature; nonnaturalist deny
this and error theorists say that moral reality does not exist and that this
explains why all moral judgements are false.

As we can see from the definitions above, this is a potential solution to
the creeping minimalism problem that first distinguishes between representa-
tionalism and expressivism. This is one of the features that I took over from
Simpson. Additionally, it is a version of explanationism: the different ex-
planantia account for the difference between the two positions. Finally, where
this proposal diverges from both Dreier and Simpson is in the explanandum.
What is explained is the truth value of a judgement in a domain, not what it
takes to be a judgement in that domain.

As we saw above, this change solves Dreier’s problem with conceptual role
semantics. Moreover, it also solves Chrisman’s problem. According to Dreier’s
original account, realists think that what it is to think a normative thought
is explained by normative facts and properties. But this has been shown to
be mistaken in cases where the judgements involve non-existent facts or prop-
erties. A representationalist about a specific domain is not an expressivist in
that domain for false judgements. On the contrary, if someone is a represen-
tationalist about a domain, then she thinks that the falsehood of a judgement
in that domain is explained by the lack of facts that make it true. So a realist
about cosmological discourse will want to say that what explains that “the
moon is made out of cheese” is false is that there is no fact that the moon is
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made out of cheese.11 An expressivist will explain the falsehood of the judge-
ment without appealing to cosmological reality. Instead, she will explain the
falsehood by appealing to other parts of reality that she is a realist about. My
proposal captures exactly this feature.

This also means that the scope of the proposal is wider. Realists are repre-
sentationalists, so this distinction explains the difference between realists and
expressivists. Error theorists are also representationalists, so this explana-
tion also accounts for the difference between error theorists and expressivists.
Within this distinction we can make further distinctions: error theorists are
representationalists who think that reality is such that this explains that no
judgement in the relevant domain is true. Realists will say that reality ex-
plains the truth of some judgements, and the falsehood of other judgements.
My proposal, therefore, explains the distinction between representationalists
and expressivists and the distinction between realists and expressivists.

1.5 First Worry: Deflationism about Explanation

In the final part of the paper I discuss two potential worries. The first worry
is a very natural one. The problem of creeping minimalism exists because the
minimalist adopts the following strategy: take that feature that the realist
thinks is important for her view and claim that the expressivist can say the
same thing by using a deflated notion of that feature. Given the availability
of this strategy, it seems that my proposed account of the distinction between
representationalism and expressivism fails. What is even worse, it seems that
any account of the distinction between representationalism and expressivism
has to fail. The challenge, therefore, is to show why the minimalist’s strategy
does not work for my proposed account.

11 Some error theorists argue that a judgement can be neither true nor false if that judge-
ment has false presuppositions. These presuppusionists will say that what explains the lack
of truth value is that there is no fact that makes the presupposition true.
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When we look at my characterization of representationalism, we see that
there are two possible targets for the minimalist’s strategy: explanation and re-
ality. Let us start with the latter notion. We already saw that the expressivist,
for example the moral expressivist, can maintain that moral reality exists. So
the question is, couldn’t she just claim that (deflated) reality explains the truth
value of judgement J in the moral domain? If she could claim this, then my
proposed distinction would fail, because it would wrongly classify this version
of expressivism as representationalism.

However, I don’t think this suggestion is really worrisome. By its very
nature, if something is deflated, it cannot play any explanatory role. For
example, one of the defining features of a deflationist account of truth is that
truth does not play an explanatory role. Deflated reality can therefore not
play any explanatory role and an expressivist cannot claim that deflated reality
explains the truth value of a moral judgement.

But perhaps the expressivist can say that deflated reality plays an ex-
planatory role on a deflated conception of “explanation”. This seems to fit the
minimalist strategy perfectly. For as the current proposal is a version of expla-
nationism, explanation is the new defining characteristic. And if this strategy
is really available, it would work against Dreier’s original proposal as well. The
reason for this is that an expressivist could hold that deflated normative prop-
erties or facts explain (again, in a deflated sense) what it is to form a moral
judgement. When confronted with this option, Dreier typically responds by
maintaining that someone cannot be a moral expressivist while claiming the
moral facts do explanatory work. He just does not believe that such a person
wouldn’t be a disguised realist.12

And I agree with Dreier that it is hard to see how this position is tenable.
But the question, of course, is why this is so. As it stands, Dreier’s response
is incomplete. We can give a more substantive response by focusing on what
a deflated notion of “explanation” would entail. Suppose that the expressivist

12 See for example: http://peasoup.typepad.com/peasoup/2006/08/dreier_on_-
drawi.html
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wants to say that the truth value of judgement J in domain D is explained by
reality and that she adopts a deflationist reading of “explanation” to establish
this. From the pattern of other concepts that the expressivist has deflated, we
can infer what a deflationist reading of “explanation” would look like. Let us
start with a very simple, perhaps too simple, reading. The expressivist deflates
“representation”, “true” and “fact” by giving the following characterization:

• X represents reality correctly iff X.

• X is true iff X.

• X is a fact iff X.

In these examples, we can see that the deflationist definition merely leaves
out the controversial aspect of the definiendum. Similarly, we can imagine that
the deflated notion of an explanation of a truth value looks something like the
following:

• X’s truth value is explained by Y iff [(X is true and Y) or (X is false and
not Y)].

Or, equivalently, given deflationism of truth:

• X’s truth value is explained by Y iff (X iff Y)

On this reading, deflated explanations are very cheap. If A and B are both
the case or are both not the case, then A explains B. Moreover, B would also
explain A. So, a deflated notion of explanation would be symmetrical, which
is a problem. And as Sylvain Bromberger has argued in response to Hempel’s
famous theory of explanation, our intuitions tell us that explanations very
often do not have this feature. For example, one can explain the length of the
shadow of a tree in terms of the height of the sun, but we cannot explain the
height of the sun in terms of the length of the shadow (Bromberger, 1966).
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So I take it to be obvious that the proposed deflation of “explanation” is
mistaken. But is there a definition that escapes these problems? I don’t think
so. For as soon as we start adding components to the definition, it stops being
deflationist.

This can be illustrated by looking at different theories of explanation that
have been offered in the literature. Many theorists believe that causation plays
an important role in explanation.13 But an account of explanation cannot rely
on causation and still be deflationary. Other theorists who have scruples about
the notion of causation also incorporate into their account features that seem
incompatible with deflationism. Carl Hempel’s Deductive-Nomological (DN)
model states that an explanation should consist of a sentence describing the
phenomenon to be explained and the class of sentences which are adduced to
account for the phenomenon (1965, p. 247). Moreover, Hempel insists, several
conditions have to be met for an explanation to be successful: the explanation
should take the form of a sound argument and it must contain at least one law
of nature as an essential premise.14 This is clearly a non-deflationary account
of explanation.

Another influential proposal is the Statistical Relevance (SR) model, which
gives an account of explanation in terms of statistical relevance: simplifying
a little, the account takes statistical relevance to be a sufficient and necessary
condition for being explanatory (Salmon, 1971).15 However, if it is indeed
the case that by spelling out what statistical relevance is, we have identified
the nature of explanation, then we have provided a non-deflationary notion of
explanation.

13 An, arguably, extreme version of this view is Aristotle’s position that giving a complete
explanation of a phenomenon takes into account the (more fundamental) “four causes”.

14 It is widely recognized in the literature that the DN model is at best a necessary
component of the right theory of explanation (Woodward, 2017, §2.5).

15 Statistical relevance is defined as follows: “Given some class or population A, an attribute
C will be statistically relevant to another attribute B if and only if P(B |A.C) 6= P(B |A)
— that is, if and only if the probability of B conditional on A and C is different from the
probability of B conditional on A alone. (Woodward, 2017)
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I think the pattern is telling, but let me discuss a final example: van
Fraassen’s pragmatic account of explanation. Van Fraassen takes explanations
to be answers to a specific kind of why-question (1980, p. 156). He illuminates
this account by giving a general theory of why-questions. I won’t go into the
details, but it is important for van Fraassen that his account is compatible with
constructive empiricism. It might therefore seem to come close to a deflationist
account of explanation. However, the opposite is the case: a pragmatic notion
of explanation is by definition a substantive notion of explanation. This is so
for the same reason that pragmatic notions of truth are substantive: pragmatic
theories of truth do say that truth consists of some substantive property (albeit
utility instead of, for example, correspondence).

There is currently no prominent account of explanation that is deflation-
ary. We saw that my proposed deflationist notion of explanation is clearly
inadequate, but as soon as something gets added to the picture then it stops
being deflationist. This is not a criticism of the theories of explanation under
discussion: these are theories of explanation, not attempts to deflate “explana-
tion”. But it does make it difficult to see how a deflated notion of explanation
could ever work.

1.6 Second Worry: Deflationism about Representa-

tion

Another worry for my proposal comes from Dreier, when he explains what he
takes to be problematic in Simpson’s proposal. But Dreier’s arguments against
Simpson do not affect my proposal. Remember that Simpson maintains that
representationalists explain moral judgements in terms of representations while
expressivist explain moral judgement in some other way (for example in terms
of plan-states). Dreier writes that Simpson’s proposal

looks to be a way of distinguishing deflationist and inflationist con-
ceptions of the semantic notions in question, and not robust vs.
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quasi-version conceptions of, say, moral facts. Why shouldn’t we
be able to combine deflationism about representation with an in-
flated theory of wrongness itself? Can’t deflationists about truth
and representation have robust theories of anything? Of mass, for
example? But then in their theories, they will not be able to make
their representational relations and properties carry explanatory
weight, since the mark of deflated properties is their explanatory
inefficacy. And then Simpson’s criterion will count these theories
as non-representational. So that seems wrong. (2018, p. 539)

So Dreier observes that it is possible to hold that deflationism about represen-
tation is correct and defend a robust theory of wrongness at the same time.
And this is a problem for Simpson’s account. The reason for this is that if you
hold deflationism about representation, then you cannot also maintain that
representations do explanatory work. This means that whichever domain of
discourse is under discussion, representations are explanatorily inefficacious.
The result of this is that on Simpson’s proposal, the deflationist about repre-
sentation is a global expressivist (that is, an expressivist about all domains of
discourse).

Is this also a problem for the view presented in the current paper? It
seems not, for if one defends deflationism about representation (or about any
semantic notion), one can still believe that the truth value of physical or moral
judgements is explained by physical or moral reality. This means that the
proposal offered in this paper correctly classifies such a theory as a version of
representationalism. Dreier’s objection to Simpson is, therefore, not a problem
for my view.

1.7 Conclusion

James Dreier is responsible for both articulating the problem of creeping min-
imalism and defending the most influential answer to it. In this paper I have



1.7. Conclusion 27

tried to solve the problems that plague his proposed solution by defending a
new explanation of the distinction between metaethical theories. Moreover,
I have shown that this account not only classifies current metaethical pro-
posal correctly, I have also explained why minimalism cannot “creep” into my
account, by arguing that “explanation” itself cannot be deflated.






