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Abstract

Do religious sentences have factual content and refer to some religious reality? One answer to
this question is formulated in terms of the moderate attitude theory. According to this theory,
religious sentences conventionally express both non-cognitive states, such as emotions, and
cognitive content, thereby expressing the speaker’s religious belief. Michael Scott argues that
all attitude theories, including the moderate attitude theory, must provide an account of the
attitudes corresponding to religious sentences in a way that be capable of accommodating the
distinctions and nuances among such sentences. According to Scott, however, providing such
an account poses a serious challenge for these theories, and is more difficult for them than for
attitude theories in ethics. In this paper, I argue that, insofar as the moderate attitude theory
takes the content of religious sentences to consist of both a cognitive and a non-cognitive
component, it can assign the explanatory burden of accounting for the distinctions among the
diverse and varied religious sentences to the cognitive component. Thus, either the moderate
attitude theory does not face Scott’s challenge in the first place, or, if it does, it can readily
meet it. | further argue that this formulation of the moderate attitude theory does not
diminish the value or significance of the non-cognitive component in the content of religious
sentences.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Whether religious utterances possess cognitive content stands as one of the foundational
questions in contemporary philosophy of religion. Standard responses have historically
divided into cognitivist accounts, which treat religious utterances as truth-apt
descriptions of reality, and non-cognitivist accounts, which analyze religious discourse as
expressing non-truth-apt attitudes, emotions, or practical commitments. More recently,
hybrid semantic theories have gained prominence by proposing that religious utterances
conventionally combine both cognitive and non-cognitive dimensions.

Among these hybrid accounts is Michael Scott’s moderate attitude theory (Scott
2013, 2015). According to this view, religious sentences conventionally express both
cognitive beliefs regarding religious facts and non-cognitive mental states (such as
emotions, devotion, or evaluative attitudes). However, Scott himself raises a major
internal challenge against attitude-based approaches: because attitude theories appeal to
non-cognitive states to explain religious meaning, they must provide an account of
attitudes fine-grained enough to accommodate the immense variety and subtlety of
religious discourse. Scott argues that this task is far more challenging in religious
language than in ethics (Scott 2013; van Roojen 2004).

This paper argues that Scott’s challenge rests on a presupposition that moderate
attitude theory is not obliged to accept: that the explanatory burden of fine-grained
semantic differentiation must fall entirely upon the non-cognitive component. Once the
cognitive and non-cognitive components are formally distinguished, Scott’s objection
either dissolves or imposes no greater burden on religious semantics than it does on
moral expressivism.

1. Taxonomy of Religious Content and the Nature of Moderate Attitude Theory
To clarify the debate, Scott outlines several competing paradigms:

1. Face-Value Theory (Pure Cognitivism): Religious sentences function semantically
like ordinary descriptive sentences, expressing straightforward beliefs about
theological states of affairs.

2. Absolute Non-Cognitivism: Religious utterances lack religious cognitive content
entirely, expressing solely emotive, practical, or affective stances (Braithwaite
1975).

3. Religious Expressivism: Sentences express non-cognitive attitudes primarily,
carrying descriptive or non-religious content only secondarily.

4. Moderate Attitude Theory: Sentences conventionally express both cognitive and
non-cognitive content simultaneously.

Scott illustrates this dual structure using Simon Blackburn’s analysis of slurs and thick
concepts (e.g., kraut), where a single utterance conveys both a descriptive proposition and
a derogatory non-cognitive stance. By parity of reasoning, a religious claim such as “God is
merciful” expresses both a proposition concerning divine mercy and a distinct non-
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cognitive orientation toward that theological reality.

2. Scott's Objection
According to Scott, a robust theory of religious meaning must account for the semantic
differentiation between fine distinctions, such as “God is merciful” versus “God is
generous” (Scott 2013, p. 11). If an attitude theory relies on non-cognitive attitudes to
construct meaning, it appears forced to assign a distinct, finely tailored attitude to each
distinct theological sentence, leading to an unwieldy and ad hoc taxonomy of mental
states.
This paper identifies and distinguishes four possible readings of this objection:
1. The Semantic Differentiation Reading: Can an attitude theory account for why two
distinct religious sentences have different meanings?
2. The Contentual Adequacy Reading: Are non-cognitive attitudes sufficiently rich to
match the conceptual complexity of theological assertions?
3. The Theoretical Economy Reading: Does accommodating this diversity require an
implausibly bloated taxonomy of non-cognitive states?
4. The Positive Account Reading: What positive characterization can be given to the
non-cognitive component if it is not sentence-specific?

3. The Moderate Attitude Theory and the Differentiating Role of Content

The paper demonstrates that Readings 1, 2, and 3 share a flawed presupposition: they
assume that the non-cognitive component must independently execute the work of
semantic differentiation. Under moderate attitude theory, this assumption is gratuitous.

We can model the semantic content of any religious sentence Sas an ordered pair
consisting of a cognitive component (C) and a non-cognitive component (NC):

Content(S) = (C'NC)

Consider the two sentences:

e S;:“God is merciful” = (Cpercitu’ NC)

e S,:“God is generous” = (Cgenemus' NC)
Since two ordered pairs (a,’ b;)and {a,’ b,)are distinct if and only if a; # a,or b; # b,, the
difference in cognitive truth-conditions (Cperciful # Cgenerous) 1S fully sufficient to
guarantee semantic divergence between S;and S,. Consequently, the non-cognitive
component NCcan remain invariant across distinct sentences without threatening
semantic individuation.

This model explains why absolute non-cognitivism suffers under the articulation
problem while moderate attitude theory is immune: where cognitive content is absent,
NCmust bear the entire differentiating load; where cognitive content is preserved,
semantic differentiation is handled by standard propositional semantics.

4. Moderate Attitude Theory and Some Candidates for the Non-Cognitive
Component

Addressing the fourth reading—the demand for a positive, non-trivial account of NC—the
paper demonstrates that moderate attitude theory requires only a general, invariant
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attitude. Drawing on continental phenomenology and apophatic traditions, plausible
candidates include:

o Praising: Following Jean-Luc Marion (2012), praise marks an intentional, non-
predicative relation to the divine phenomenon that exceeds conceptual
containment.

e Praying: Following Jacques Derrida (1992), prayer operates as an address,
commitment, and radical openness toward the transcendent and the unnamable.

o Devotion and Submission: A general stance of worshipful reverence and existential
commitment toward transcendent reality.

Any of these unified candidates allows moderate attitude theory to account for the non-
cognitive dimension across varied discourses without proliferating ad hoc attitudes.

5. Does Moderate Attitude Theory Marginalize the Non-Cognitive Component?

A critical counter-objection is whether this division renders the non-cognitive component
epiphenomenal—reducing moderate attitude theory to standard cognitivism with a
decorative add-on.

The paper refutes this objection by distinguishing semantic differentiation from
explanatory indispensability. The non-cognitive component does not differentiate
between individual descriptive contents; rather, it distinguishes religious discourse as a
whole from merely detached descriptive assertions. While the cognitive component
governs truth conditions, the non-cognitive component explains the speaker’s practical,
existential, and liturgical stance toward the transcendent.

Conclusion

Scott’s articulation problem does not undermine moderate attitude theory. By
reallocating semantic differentiation to the cognitive component, the theory retains
theoretical parsimony, resists reductionism, and preserves the unique hybrid nature of
religious language.
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