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Modus Ponens and Moral Realism* 

G. F. Schueler 

Moral realism holds that our moral judgments are "about the world" in 
much the way our other judgments are. Antirealists deny this, holding 
that in making moral judgments we are projecting our own attitudes 
onto things, or expressing these attitudes, or the like. As usually stated 
the issue between these two views is thus a linguistic one, about the 
meaning of moral judgments. It is not the parallel metaphysical or on- 
tological issue of whether there are any "moral facts" or "objective values." 
Thus, one might, like J. L. Mackie, hold that while moral judgments are 
indeed intended to be "about the world" (as realism holds), there are in 
fact no objective values and hence anyone who makes moral judgments 
is committed to a claim which is false.' 

In the realism/antirealism debate, realism seems to have a strong 
initial advantage since, as Simon Blackburn says, "Nobody denies that 
the surface phenomena of language-the fact that we use moral predicates, 
and apply truth or falsity to the judgments we make when we use 
them-pose a problem for projectivism."2 The task for an antirealist 
then will be to push through what Blackburn calls "the quasi-realist 
project," which is to show that the features of our moral language which 
appear to commit us to the idea that there are objective moral truths 
and the like are really neutral as between realism and antirealism, that 
is, that these features can be explained adequately by the view that in 
making moral judgments we merely express our attitudes toward things. 
One such feature of moral language which has been thought to commit 
us to realism is the use of modus ponens in reasoning about moral issues. 

The problem for antirealists is that there are obvious examples of 
valid reasoning with sentences using moral terms (i.e., examples which 
all sides agree are valid) but which, on the antirealist theory, do not have 
or at least do not seem to have the correct logical form to allow us to 
say that it is, for example, modus ponens, which justifies them, that is, 

* Thanks are due to Donald Hubin, James Klagge, Kevin Lavelle, Andrzej Zabludowski, 
and an anonymous reader for Ethics for help on this paper. 

1. Mackie's position is explained in J. L. Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1977), chap. 1. 

2. S. W. Blackburn, Spreading the Word (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), p. 
196. References to this work will be cited in the text as STW 
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Schueler Modus Ponens and Moral Realism 493 

shows them to be valid. To adapt one of Blackburn's examples, the 
following argument seems obviously valid. 

(A) Courage is an intrinsically good thing. 
(H) If courage is an intrinsically good thing, then organized games 

should be a part of school curricula. 
(C) Organized games should be a part of school curricula. 

On the face of it this seems to be of the form 

P 
P->Q 
Q 

The problem which Geach and others have pointed out3 is that if we 
take sentence A as (merely) expressing an attitude and as having the 
form P, then this seems to leave us totally in the dark about the form of 
H since one might seriously utter H without having the attitude toward 
courage supposed to be expressed by anyone seriously uttering A. If A 
is "nothing but" the expression of an attitude (when seriously uttered) 
then it is hard to make any sense of a sentence like H where the same 
string of words appears in the antecedent "unasserted." In particular it 
is not at all obvious that, without an equivocation on "P," H can be held 
to be of the form P->Q. But if it isn't, then this argument is not an 
instance of modus ponens after all, and we are left without a reason for 
thinking that it is valid. Since it is agreed that C does obviously follow 
from A and H, this cannot apparently be the correct understanding of 
A to begin with. 

In this paper I will examine Simon Blackburn's attempt to deal with 
this problem on behalf of antirealism. The main elements of his solution 
are stated twice, a number of years ago in a paper entitled "Moral Realism" 
(MR)4 and more recently in his book Spreading the Word (STW, chap. 6). 
For clarity I will concentrate first on the earlier version before moving 
to the more recent restatement. 

In MR, Blackburn attempts to solve this problem by giving an analysis 
of hypothetical such as H such that the "validity of modus ponendo ponens 
as a rule of inference is preserved" (MR, p. 121). The idea is that rather 
than expressing attitudes, hypotheticals of this sort "refer to" or "mak[e] 
claims about" (MR, p. 119) the attitudes in question. On this account, 
then, H is to be understood as the claim "that an attitude of approval to 
courage itself involves an attitudeof approval to organized games as part 
of the curriculum in every school" (MR, p. 120). Premise H is thus to be 

3. P. T. Geach, "Assertion," Philosophical Review 74 (1965): 449-65; see also J. R. 
Searle, "Meaning and Speech Acts," Philosophical Review 71 (1962): 423-32; and Paul Ziff, 
Semantic Analysis (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1960), chap. 6. 

4. S. W. Blackburn, "Moral Realism," in Morality and Moral Reasoning, ed. John Casey 
(London: Methuen, 1971). References to this essay in the text will be cited as MR. 
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494 Ethics April 1988 

understood as what is called a "propositional reflection" of a claim about 
moral attitudes. "By a propositional reflection," Blackburn says he means 
"roughly any statement which, while appearing to make a factual claim 
about states of affairs, their interrelations and their logic, is actually 
making claims about attitudes, although none of the propositions involved 
in the statement is to be analyzed into one whose subject is an attitude" 
(MR, p. 119). So this theory tells us "that anybody asserting 'P and if P 
then Q where P attributes worth to a thing expresses his attitude to that 
thing, and asserts that that attitude involves a further attitude or belief. 
There is, when that has been done, a logical inconsistency in not holding 
the further attitude or belief. It is this logical inconsistency which is 
expressed by saying that modus ponendo ponens is valid" (MR, p. 121). 

The first thing to say about this theory is that it does not in fact 
"preserve modus ponens as a valid rule of inference" if by this is meant 
"show that the reasoning from premises A and H to conclusion C is valid 
by showing it to be an instance of modus ponens." This is because, on the 
MR account, though it is not clear what exactly the logical form of H is 
supposed to be, it is clear that it cannot be P->Q. Blackburn says the 
following things which bear on the logical form of H: 

1. Even though H "appears to be making a claim that one state of 
affairs exists if another does," it "must be taken as a propositional reflection 
of a claim about attitudes" (MR, p. 120). But none of the sentences 
involved in such a propositional reflection has a subject which is an 
attitude (MR, p. 119). 

2. He gives a straight "reading" or "gloss" of the claim of which H 
is a "propositional reflection": "The claim is that an attitude of approval 
to courage in itself involves an attitude of approval to organized games 
as part of the curriculum in every school" (MR, p. 120). 

3. In explaining how his theory of moral hypothetical preserves the 
validity of modus ponens, he says that anyone who asserts sentences like 
both A and H "expresses his attitude to somethingn, and asserts that that 
attitude involves a further attitude or belief" (MR, p. 121). 

What do these tell us about the logical form of H? Points 1 and 3 
together seem to be saying that, appearances to the contrary notwith- 
standing, A and H are not of the forms P and P->Q and indeed that H 
cannot be taken as analyzable into sentences connected by the truth 
functional connective "->" at all. This is confirmed by 2 since the reading 
of H contained in 2 does not even appear to have a form which could 
be represented by "->" as its main connective. The reading of H given 
in 2 seems to have the logical form 

(x) [(x has an attitude of approval toward courage)->(x has an at- 
titude of approval toward organized games as part of the curriculum 
in every school)]. 

But not only does this not present H as having the form P->Q, even 
after instantiation it would leave the original problem unresolved since 

This content downloaded from 149.175.1.33 on Tue, 24 Jun 2014 23:10:57 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Schueler Modus Ponens and Moral Realism 495 

the antecedent of the resulting hypothetical would still "talk about" an 
attitude, where A, according to Blackburn, merely "expresses" one. And 
of course on this reading of H, its logical form, for the purposes of 
propositional logic, is just R, that is, it must be taken as "simple," not 
truth functionally compound. 

In short, Blackburn's idea is that, though H appears to represent a 
hypothetical connecting the sentences labeled A and C above, in fact it 
is a claim about one attitude "involving" another. But on this reading 
the logical form of the reasoning from A and H to C will just be P, R, 
Q, that is, not modus ponens. So Blackburn has not shown that, on his 
version of antirealism, the reasoning which goes from A and H to C can 
be shown to be valid as an instance of modus ponens. 

This is not the whole story, however, since one might want to argue 
that even though an antirealist such as Blackburn cannot claim that the 
reasoning from A and H to C is valid because it is an instance of modus 
ponens, he can still claim that his theory lets him show that this reasoning 
is valid (i.e., on some other grounds). If he can do that he might claim 
that he has done all that really needs to be done here since what is agreed 
on all sides is only that the reasoning from A and H to C is valid, not 
the explanation of why it is valid. 

I suspect that if we recall the quasi-realist project, we will see that 
this last is not correct. For quasi-realism, as Blackburn says, is "the enterprise 
of showing how much of the apparently 'realist' appearance of ordinary 
moral thought is explicable and justifiable on an anti-realist picture."5 
On the "realist picture," the reasoning from A and H to C is straight- 
forwardly an instance of modus ponens. So if a "projectivist" such as 
Blackburn has to deny this, quasi-realism would seem to suffer. Still, I 
am not going to pursue this question here because I think Blackburn 
cannot even show the reasoning from A and H to C to be valid at all. 

What might make one think that Blackburn can show the reasoning 
from A and H to C to be valid after we admit that this reasoning is not 
an instance of modus ponens on his account? So far as I can see, the 
only other reason he gives for thinking this reasoning is valid is his claim 
that in asserting hypothetical such as H we are asserting that the attitude 
normally expressed by the antecedent "involves" the attitude normally 
expressed by the consequent. To do this, he says, is itself to "express a 
moral standard, to make a moral claim" (MR, p. 122). Such hypothetical 
therefore "express commitments."6 So the thought here is that in asserting 
A I express an attitude and in asserting H I express a commitment to 
the idea that this attitude "involve's a further attitude or belief" (MR, p. 

5. S. W. Blackburn, "Errors and the Phenomenology of Value," in Morality and Objectivity, 
ed. T. Honderich (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985), p. 4. 

6. S. W. Blackburn, "Rule Following and Moral Realism," in Wittgenstein: To Follow a 
Rule, ed. S. Holtzman and C. Leich (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981), p. 177. 
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121). He then says, "There is, when that has been done, a logical incon- 
sistency in not holding the further attitude or belief" (MR, p. 121). 

But why? This seems just flatly false. If I fail to do what I have 
committed myself to do then, presumably, I do wrong. I fail to do what 
I ought to do. In that sense (if there is such a sense) I act "inconsistently." 
But this is a far cry from saying that I involve myself in any logical 
inconsistency. As these words are standardly used I am involved in logical 
inconsistency if I believe (or assert, etc.) a set of sentences which are such 
that, as a matter of logic, not all of them can be true. But the whole 
point of Blackburn's antirealist account of moral language is that in 
uttering sentences such as A, H, and C we are not doing these sorts of 
things, we are "expressing attitudes or commitments" and the like.7 And 
it isjust false to say that violating or failing to keep a commitment involves 
any logical inconsistency in the standard sense of these words. But so far 
as I can see, once we have removed the idea that the reasoning from A 
and H to C is an instance of modus ponens, the whole weight of the 
claim that this reasoning is valid rests on the claim that there is a logical 
inconsistency here. (Referring to just this sort of case, Blackburn says, 
"It is this logical inconsistency which is expressed by saying that modus 
ponendo ponens is valid" [MR, p. 121]). If that is so, then nothing Blackburn 
says is even enough to show that the reasoning from A and H to C is 
valid, let alone that it is an instance of modus ponens. 

Of course this by itself does not show that on Blackburn's antirealist 
theory the reasoning involved in going from A and H to C is not valid, 
since there may be something in his theory which his MR account fails 
to exploit. But once we have gotten this far it is easy to see that the same 
sort of problem will arise for the antirealist's use of "valid" that we just 
saw in his use of "logical inconsistency." As it is standardly used in logic, 
an argument is said to be validjust in case it is not possible for its premises 
to be true and its conclusion false.8 This notion of validity employs the 
idea that sentences (premises and conclusions) have truth values inde- 
pendently of whether they are asserted or believed. That is, this notion 
of validity is the notion of a certain relation among sentences (or sets of 
sentences) themselves, in some sense, and depends on the idea that, thus 
considered, they can be either true or false. But, again, this is just exactly 
the sort of "picture" the antirealist about morals wants to reject. According 
to him it is not true that a sentence such as A is true or false "in itself." 
It is rather that when people assert or deny that courage is intrinsically 
good they express a certain attitude toward courage, or the like. So on 
this view it is hard to see what sense can be made of the claim that an 

7. One might, presumably, want to expand or change the meaning of a term such as 
'logical inconsistency' so as to cover the violating of commitments. We would then have to 
decide whether I would be, in this new sense, "logically inconsistent" were I to promise to 
weed your garden and then not do so. 

8. Of course, there are other senses of "valid," as when I claim to have a valid passport, 
but presumably these are not relevant here. 
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argument is valid in the standard sense of this term. What the antirealist 
owes us is an account of validity for moral arguments which is not the 
same as the standard realist account but which is enough like it to show 
how the two might get confused. Or rather, what he owes us is a separate 
account of the whole "family" of logical terms ('valid,' 'logically inconsistent,' 
'entails,' etc.) as they apply to moral arguments. It will do the antirealist 
no good to explain one member of this family in terms of another, as 
Blackburn does in the quotation above when he tries to explain "valid" 
in terms of "logical inconsistency," if he leaves the second with its usual, 
realist connotations.9 

Thus the account in MR. In STW Blackburn takes up the challenge 
of trying to give an account of what it is for moral arguments to be valid 
which does not covertly depend on unexplained realist terms. Following 
Geach, the example used is this: 

It is wrong to tell lies. 
If it is wrong to tell lies, it is wrong to get your little brother 
to tell lies. 

So It is wrong to get your little brother to tell lies. [STW, p. 190] 

In STW Blackburn's "expressive theory" account of this reasoning is put 
in terms of an "expressive" language which he calls "Eex" which "wears 
the expressive nature of value judgments on its sleeve" (STW, 193). For 
this a symbolism is introduced. First: he defines "a 'horray!' operator and 
a 'boo!' operator (H!, B!) which attach to descriptions of things to result 
in expressions of attitude" (STW, 193). Next: "we talk about an attitude 
or belief by putting its expression inside bars: [H! (X)] refers to approval 
of (X)" (STW, p. 194). Finally, "we use the semi-colon to denote the view 
that one attitude or belief involves or is coupled with another" (STW, p. 
194). Given this symbolism, the first two steps of the reasoning given 
above are represented as follows: 

B! (lying) 
H! ([B! (lying)]; [B! (getting little brother to lie)]). 

These are explained as: "Disapproval of lying, and approval of making 
(disapproval of getting little brother to lie), follow upon (disapproval of 
lying)" (STW, p. 195). 

The antirealist explanation Blackburn gives for the validity of this 
argument, though it uses some unexplained realist-sounding terms, does 
not depend essentially on them. So we will need to look at the plausibility 

9. Earlier attempts by antirealists to explain what it means to call moral arguments 
valid or the like have also helped themselves to realist-sounding terms which were then 
left unexplained. Explaining "entails" in The Language of Morals, Hare says, "A sentence P 
entails a sentence Q if and only if the fact that a person assents to P but dissents from Q 
is sufficient criterion for saying that he has misunderstood one or other of the sentences" 
(R. M. Hare, The Language of Morals [New York: Oxford University Press, 1964], p. 25; 
emphasis added). 
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of the explanation itself. First a couple of small points. In the MR version 
the hypothetical was claimed to be asserting something, only not what a 
realist thought it was. Instead of a connection between two sentences (to 
be legitimately symbolized by I"), the utterance of the hypothetical 
was claimed to be the assertion that one attitude "involved" another (or 
a belief). In the STW version, this has changed. Now the claim is that 
the hypothetical (when seriously uttered, presumably) is itself the expression 
of an attitude toward "the view that one attitude or belief involves or is 
coupled with another" (STW, p. 194). 

This change has the effect of making less plausible, in a way already 
familiar, a claim which is carried over from MR to STW, namely, that 
the hypothetical is the expression of or involves one in a "commitment.'' 
This is another one of those terms which seem to entail the realist picture. 
If I am committed to, say, paying my nephew's way through school, or 
to the claim that a Republican succeeded Carter, then this seems something 
objective, forced on me by a promise I have made or other views I hold. 
It is not at all clear that it has anything to do with whether I approve or 
disapprove of anything. So in taking the hypothetical as an expression 
of an attitude it becomes problematic whether Blackburn can also say 
that it expresses a "commitment" in the usual sense. And if a different 
sense is intended then an explanation of it is needed. We will return to 
this point in a moment. 

Another change between the MR version and the STW version of 
his theory is this. Though the STW explanation of his theory is put in 
the context of the "modus ponens objection" with which this paper began, 
nowhere in this version does Blackburn actually claim that his theory 
can show how the argument he is considering can be shown to be an 
instance of modus ponens. In fact he does not even claim that his theory 
shows this argument to be valid. This may or may not be significant, but 
in any case it is worth looking at what he does claim his theory does. 

Here is the relevant passage, which follows immediately after the 
gloss he gives for the two symbolically represented sentences above: 

Anyone holding this pair must hold the consequential disapproval: 
he is committed to disapproving of getting little brother to lie, for 
if he does not his attitudes clash. He has a fractured sensibility 
which cannot itself be an object of approval. The 'cannot' here 
follows not (as a realist explanation would have it) because such a 
sensibility must be out of line with the moral facts it is trying to 
describe, but because such a sensibility cannot fulfill the practical 
purposes for which we evaluate things. Eex will want to signal this. 
It will want a way of expressing the thought that it is a logical mistake 
that is made, if someone holds the first two commitments, and not 
the commitment to disapproval of getting your little brother to lie. 
[STW, p. 195] 

On its face the last claim here seems open to the same objection 
made above against the MR version of this theory. Having clashing attitudes, 
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or failing to do something which one has committed oneself to do (even 
on a realist account of commitment), are not the same things as making 
logical mistakes, at least in the ordinary sense of those words. But this 
is probably unfair. Blackburn in this passage can best be taken as simply 
giving what he regards as the antirealist account of a term such as 'logical 
mistake' as it applies to moral arguments, an account which does not 
depend in an essential way on any unexplained realist-sounding term 
such as 'commitment.' After all, one might say, hasn't he at least shown 
that there is some kind of mistake here? Isn't there something automatically 
untoward in the sort of clash of attitudes which would be involved in 
disapproval of lying and approval of the idea that disapproval of lying 
involves disapproval of getting one's little brother to lie, while still not 
disapproving of getting one's little brother to lie? Won't this involve, as 
Blackburn says, a kind of "fractured sensibility"? 

One question to ask here is why exactly Blackburn thinks that in 
such a situation one's attitudes "clash." Suppose I have the following 
attitudes: I disapprove of lying. I approve of the view that disapproval 
of lying "involves" disapproving of getting one's little brother to lie. And 
(to make it simple) I approve of getting my little brother to lie. Here are 
three different attitudes. What is supposed to make us think that they 
somehow "clash"? We cannot say (or anyway Blackburn cannot say) that 
disapproval of lying "clashes" with approval of getting my little brother 
to lie, period. Even though there is a sense of 'disapprove' in which that 
seems true, it is not a point Blackburn can use since appeal to it would 
simply circumvent the hypothetical premise in this argument and, clearly, 
that has to do at least some of the work if this whole account of modus 
ponens isn't to just fall apart. 

So it must be that if there is to be a "clash" of attitudes here, it has 
to be produced in part by my attitude of approval toward the view that 
disapproval of lying involves disapproval of getting my little brother to 
lie. And clearly the operative term here is "involves" (or perhaps the 
"approval" of the one attitude "involving" the other). That is, so to speak, 
what takes the place of the "->" here. So what does this mean? In the 
quoted passage Blackburn speaks of a "commitment" to holding the 
"consequent disapproval." As we have already seen, however, talk of 
"commitments" is problematic for an antirealist. This term itself seems 
to bring in a realist picture and hence, without a further antirealist gloss, 
cannot be leaned on here without begging the essential question at issue. 

The other phrases Blackburn uses in place of "involves" are "is 
coupled with" (STW, p. 194) and' "follow upon" (STW, p. 195) but these 
do not provide much help. He cannot presumably be thinking that the 
connection between disapproval of lying and disapproval of getting little 
brother to lie is somehow a psychological (or even physical) one, as if 
anyone who had the one attitude couldn't help but have the other. That 
is clearly false, and anyway it would not explain why approval of the 
"involvement" of the one attitude with the other was important. So I 
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conclude that, at least without further explanation, it is mysterious why 
Blackburn even thinks that there is a "clash" of attitudes here. The most 
he seems entitled to say is that there are just some different attitudes, 
but that is all. 

This brings us to the final point. Suppose that Blackburn were able 
to meet this last objection completely. To take the strongest case, suppose 
that he were able to show that on the antirealist theory he proposes, 
accepting the premises and rejecting the conclusion of the argument in 
question left one both approving and disapproving of getting one's little 
brother to lie. What is it about this that, on his theory, is supposed to 
involve a mistake? He says that such a clash would involve a "fractured 
sensibility which cannot itself be an object of approval" since "such a 
sensibility cannot fulfill the practical purposes for which we evaluate 
things" (STW, p. 195). 

But why not? Once we disallow appeal to a realist explanation (which 
could back up the claim of a mistake here with an account of the con- 
tradictory nature of the relevant sentences) and disallow covert appeals 
to realist-sounding terms, it is not at all clear where the mistake is supposed 
to lie in the mere clash of attitudes. So far as I can see, people have such 
"clashes" all the time without being "mistaken" about anything (or otherwise 
having their practical purposes thwarted by "fractured sensibilities"). 
Almost every time I walk past the cookie jar, for instance, I experience 
such a conflict of attitudes. On the one hand, I approve of my eating a 
cookie since, from long experience, I know I will enjoy it. On the other 
hand, I also disapprove of eating one since, from equally long experience, 
I know what it does to my waistline. So here is a clash of attitudes, but 
where is the "mistake" (or "fractured sensibility") that is supposed to be 
involved? The fact that I cannot act on or satisfy both attitudes just means 
that I have to figure out what to do here, not that there is anything 
untoward or fishy about having both attitudes. Yet without some account 
of how there is something untoward or mistaken in a mere clash of 
attitudes of this sort, Blackburn cannot claim even to have shown that, 
on the antirealism theory he is advocating, a person who asserts the 
premises and denies the conclusion of the argument above has made 
any mistake at all, let alone any sort of logical mistake in the usual sense. 
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