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In ‘Negation’ Frege argues as follows against a view of assertion and negation as two coordinate ways of judging:


Two inferences ‘… proceed on the same principle’. They are:

(1) If p, then q; therefore, q

And

(2) If not p, then not q; not p; therefore, not q.

But these two inferences could not proceed on the same principle if we ‘… had to recognize a special way of judging for the negative case’. In inference (1), assertoric force attaches to the first premise as a whole, and the thought expressed in the second premise coincides with the thought expressed in the antecedent of the first premise.
 If we were to recognize denying as a special kind of judging, in inference (2) assertoric force would still attach to the first premise as a whole, while in the second premise the negation sigh would be absorbed into the act of denying. Thus the thought expressed in the second premise would no longer coincide with that in the antecedent of the first premise, so that ‘the inference … cannot be performed in the same way.’


In ‘Compound Thoughts’ Frege makes several further remarks that lead Michael Dummett to claim that it is Frege’s doctrine that force ‘…cannot significantly occur within a clause which is constituent of a complex sentence, but can attach only to a complete sentence as a whole’, a doctrine which, if true, would provide ‘… a powerful new method for detecting spurious claims to have identified a new kind of force’.
 Peter Geach in particular has put the doctrine to this use: in ‘Assertion’, he uses appearance in the antecedent of a conditional as a test to rule out various proposals to construe words or phrases as force signs, including a non-cognitivist construal of ‘wrong’ as expressing condemnation.


Geach’s arguments starts out parallel to Frege’s in ‘Negation’: he claims that ‘it’s true that …’ and ‘wrong’ cannot carry force because modus ponens goes through in the usual way from the premises ‘If it’s true that p, then q’ and ‘If gambling is wrong, then inviting people to gamble is wrong’, which involve neither asserting that p nor condemning gambling. Geach goes on to introduce an extension of Frege’s argument for cases involves generality. Consider inferences (3) and (4):

(3) f it’s true that a thing is F, then it’s G; it’s true that a is F; therefore, a is G.

(4) If doing a thing is wrong, getting your little brother to do it is wrong; tormenting the cat is wrong; therefore, getting your little brother to torment the cat is wrong.

In inference (3) and (4), ‘it’s true that …’ and ‘wrong’ must mean the same thing at each occurrence in order for the inferences to proceed in the same manner ordinary instances of inference from universalised conditionals. Yet in the first premise of each inference ‘it’s true that…’ and ‘wrong’ cannot function as force signs, for they occur within the scope of a universal quantifier; the inferences certainly do not involve asserting that everything is F or condemning all actions. Thus in the second premise of each inference ‘it’s true that…’ and ‘wrong cannot function as force signs either.


In chapter 10 of Frege, Dummett engages in a long investigation of the Frege/Geach point, in the version not involving generality. He conducts a systematic search for cases in which force signs occur within the scope of the logical constants; he considers and reconsiders all twelve permutations of negation, conjunction, disjunction and the conditional with assertoric, imperative and interrogative force. He succeeds in devising interpretations of certain combinations such as to avoid the Frege/Geach point, namely, of assertoric, imperative and interrogative force occurring within the scope of the negation sign, and of interrogative force occurring within the scope of conjunction, disjunction and the conditional. The interpretations of the familiar linguistic acts; the interpretations of the second three combinations describe new linguistic acts of refusing to perform the familiar linguistic acts; the interpretations of the second three combinations describe linguistic acts that differ from complex questions in the responses they call for, although the appearance of interrogative force in the consequent of a conditional also admits of interpretations a sealed or suspended question. The analogous sealed or suspended assertion and command interpretations are dismissed as appealing to a state of affairs, which obtains when the condition does not obtain, that renders the utterance neither true nor false, neither obeyed nor disobeyed. Dummett rules this appeal out, claiming that truth and falsity, as well as obedience and disobedience, are fully correlative pairs, at least thus far: the rationale for introduction a gap between truth and falsity relates’… not to the use of the sentence by itself to make an assertion’, but to the construal of its negation in cases involving bearless names, or to the law of bivalence, which are not here at issue.


However, Dummett’s success in devising interpretations of force signs within the scope of the logical constants is of unclear import.


On the one hand, he claims that his interpretations of force signs appearing with narrow scope are erratic, admitting neither of a uniform derivation nor of reiteration, and this do not affect the essential soundness of the Frege/Geach point.
 Geach’s use of appearance in the antecedent of a conditional to rule out the proposals to recognize a variety of types of force reflects the important insight that eh need to ascribe determinate truth conditions to utterance, rather then mere conditions of justification, is tied to the condition the antecedent expresses. For example, ‘…the occurrence of future-tense statements as constituents in complex sentences…forces us to ascribe to such statements a truth-value independent of the existence predictions or expressions of intention’, as in: ‘If nobody will ever understand my work, my life has been in vain.


On the other hand, Dummett suggests that the appearance of sentences of a certain kind in the antecedent of a  conditional is not sufficient to show that they have truth-conditions of the ordinary sort rendering them susceptible of assertoric use, since any linguistic act that we might have an interest in eliciting from others lends itself to an interpretation of conditionals in the antecedents of which force indicators do appear. It is just because assertion registers an inner act of adherence, which may be excepted to influence actions in some way, that we may well have a use for sentences of the form of: ‘If I were to assert that A, then I should assert that B.’ As Dummett explains, ‘It would be of interest to say something of this kind in a discussion n which the other person was trying to induce me to assent to his assertion that B: by such a conditional utterance, I should indicate to him that he can achieve this if he can first induce me to assent to the assertion that A.’
 The linguistic acts represented by interrogative and imperative force signs do not register any such inner act; hence we are not interested in eliciting such acts from others, not do we have a use for a form expressing the conditional linkage of two such acts. However, the linguistic acts represented, on ascriptivists, prescriptivist and other non-cognitivist accounts of the kind that Geach is concerned to refute, by words such as ‘voluntary’, ‘wrong’, etc., do register just such a commitment to some course of action or type of conduct that we may well be interested in eliciting from others. Hence, a use for conditional form expressing the conditional linkage of two such acts is readily conceivable. Dummett concludes that Geach’s test serves to discriminate between utterances that we might have such an interest in eliciting, which he calls ‘quasi-assertions’, and those that we have no interest in eliciting, rather than to discriminate between utterances a cognitivist account of which is correct, which have truth conditions of the ordinary sort and to which assertoric force may be attached, and those with some other sort of meaning, or with some other variety of force already attached.


Geach’s response to this argument by Dummett is to point out that Dummett has not taken account of his extension of Frege’s ‘Negation’ argument to cases involving generality.
 Dummett has given interpretations of certain force sign’ occurrences in the antecedents of conditionals that allow inferences in the prepositional calculus to go through. However, he has not dealt with how to interpret inferences made from quantified complex sentences in which the proposed force signs occur, such as inference (4).


Does our interest in eliciting utterances such as ‘Getting your little brother to torment the cat is wrong’ provide a Dummettian interpretation of quantified sentences in which force signs occur along lines of ‘If I were to condemn doing a thing, I should condemn getting one’s little brother to do it’? if Dummett’s interpretation of the force signs’ occurrence within the antecedent of the conditional is accepted in the first place, it’s hard to see what turns on the introduction of the quantifier. The Dummettian interpretation does not involve a failure to head Geach’s warning that the speaker can hardly be taken to be condemning just doing a thing
, that is, a failure to get the quantifier outside the scope of both the force signs and the conditional. If, on Dummett’s interpretation, an inference from a quantified conditional such as ‘If ding a thing is wrong, getting your little brother to do it is wrong must play on both the performative and the descriptive senses of ‘I condemn’, then so will an inference from an unquantified conditional such as ‘If gambling is wrong, inviting people to gamble is wrong’.


Perhaps Geach thinks that consideration of the quantified conditional shows clearly that inferences from conditionals interpreted along the lines Dummett suggests, whether quantified or not, involve an equivocation between performance ad description of performance. In ‘For any x, if I were to condemn doing x, I should condemn getting one’s little brother to do x’, ‘condemn’ does occur non-performatively; but there is none such. Thus the claim to a performative reading can be persisted in only at the expense of either conflating the two readings of the quantified conditional, and so undermining their resemblance tot eh distinctly different performative and descriptive readings of ‘I condemn’, or of denying, implausibly, that a descriptive reading is to be had at all. Once we recognize that in the quantified conditional ‘wrong’ is not being understood along performative lines along the lines of old-fashioned subjectivist ethical theories it is clear that this is also the case in the unquantified condition, ‘If I were to condemn gambling, I should condemn getting others to gamble.’


None of this is to deny what is surely correct, namely, that an inference can go through from a conditional major premise interpreted along the lines Dummett suggests and a minor premise that involves a performance of an act condemnation, or some other linguistic act. Dummett is surely right about the usefulness of making assertions about the links that obtain between linguistic acts we might have an interest in eliciting from others. However, by casting his comments as a response to Frege’s argument, Dummett would also seem to be committed to identifying the uses to which we put conditional linkages between linguistic acts as expressions of the validity of modus ponens as a form of inference from such conditionals. But, given the descriptive rather than performative function of ‘condemn’ in the proposed interpretation, it is jus this identification that would be rejected by someone advancing an argument against non-cognitivist construals of ethical claims parallel to Frege’s in ‘Negation’ against the proliferation of force.


In ‘Negation’ Frege does not deny that an inference goes through if negation is viewed as a special kind of judging, but only that the inference would ‘proceed on the same principle’ as case of modus ponens.  This latter denial discredits the view of negation as a special kind if judging, since Frege regards it as clear that the inference from: ‘If p, then q’, and the inference from: ‘If not p, then not q’ do proceed on the same principle. Frege’s reason for claiming that eh inference involving negation constructed as a force sign could not proceed on the same principle as do cases of modus ponens is that the content of the linguistic act of denying in the minor premise would not coincide with the content of the antecedent of the conditional major premise, as it does in cases of modus ponens. This reason is unaffected in we interpret the conditional along the lines Dummett suggest to mean: ‘If I were to deny that, then I should deny that q. the concept of denying contributes tot eh content of the antecedent of this conditional, but is no part of what is denied by the minor premise.


The same reason operates in favour of the claim that an inference, which we may admit to be valid, from the assertion of ‘If I were to assert that p, then I should assert that q’, and the assertion that p, to the assertion that q, does not proceed on the same principle of inference (1) above. This inference should be distinguished from the following inference, which does proceed on the same principle as inference (1):

(5) If I assert that p, then I assert that q: I assert that p; therefore, I assert that q.

Rather, the inference Dummett defends seems to depend on the logical and/or practical oddness of the assertion: ‘p, but I don’t assert that p.’ to avoid this oddness, I seem in some way entitled to go from my assertion that p to the assertion that I assert p.
 Assuming we can go from ‘If I were to assert that p, then I should assert that q’ to ‘If I assert that p, then I assert that q’, we can then go via modus ponens in inference (5) to ‘I assert that q’, which counts as an assertion that q. All of this may serve to explicate our sense of the validity of the inference Dummett defends; and it suggests that modes ponens lends the inference support; but it does not support the view that the inference in question simply is a case of modus ponens. Valid though it may be, and dependent on the validity of modus ponens though it may be, it does not proceed in the same simple way as does inference (1).


The same reason operates again in favour of the claim that an inference from the assertion of ‘If I were to condemn gambling, then I should condemn getting other people to gamble’, and an act of condemnation of gambling, to an act of getting other people to gamble, does not proceed on the same principle as inference (1). However, the following inference does proceed on the same principle as inference (1), just as inference (2) does:

(6) If gambling is wrong, then getting other people to gamble is wrong; gambling is wrong; therefore, getting other people to gamble is wrong.

The general form of Frege’s argument is: The inference purportedly involving a new kind of force is an ordinary case of modus ponens; but if it does involve a new kind of force, it cannot be an ordinary case of modus ponens; therefore, it does not involve a new kind force. This argument cuts against the non-cognitivist proposal to construe occurrences of ‘wrong’ as expressions of non-assertoric force, e.g. acts of condemnation. It does so, moreover, without denying the validity or usefulness of inferences of the kind Dummett suggests. Arguments for the validity and usefulness of such inferences as cases of modus ponens, or provide independent grounds for denying the Fregean assumption that inferences from premises such as ‘If gambling is wrong, then inviting people to gamble is wrong’ are, as they appear to be, ordinary cases of modus ponens.

Simon Blackburn has independently proposed an account of conditional sentences in which ethical propositions occur along non-cognitivist lines. He writes: ‘ … anybody asserting “P and if P then Q” where P attributes worth to a thing expresses his attitudes to that thing, and asserts that that attitude involves a further attitude or belief.
 Blackburn has explained that he does not intend the claim that one attitude involves another as a claim about what attitude someone would express if he were to express the first, but rather as an evaluation of a linking of attitudes.
 Like Dummett, he makes a claim for his interpretation of conditional sentences with ethical antecedents that is surely correct, namely, that when one has expressed one’s attitude to a thing and asserted that the attitude involves a further attitude or belief, there is an ‘inconsistency in not holding the further attitude or belief’.
However, Blackburn goes on to claim explicitly that ‘it is the logical inconsistency which is expressed by saying that modus ponendo ponens is valid...’ from conditional premises with ethical antecedents. Whether this identification would also be rejected by someone advancing an argument against non-cognitivism parallel to Frege’s argument in ‘Negation’ will depend on further elaboration of what it is for one attitude to involve another and its relation to Frege’s account of modus pones.

Of course, it is also possible that Frege’s account of modus pones is wrong. But his argument in ‘Negation’ suggests that showing his account of modus ponens to be wrong may be the burden of non-cognitivism.
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