
John Buridan and the Force-Content Distinction
Introduction: the “Frege Point”
Perhaps, the best way to motivate the force-content distinction is with reference to what Peter Geach called the “Frege point”. As he wrote:

«A thought may have just the same content whether you assent to its truth or not; a proposition may occur in discourse now asserted, now unasserted, and yet be recognizably the same proposition. This may appear so obviously true as to be hardly worth saying; but we shall see it is worth saying, by contrast with erroneous theories of assertion, and also because a right view of assertion is fatal to well-known philosophical views on certain other topics.

I shall call this point about assertion the Frege point after the logician who was the first (so far as I know) to make the point clearly and emphatically.
»
For his part, Buridan was fully aware of the “Frege point”, of course, without being aware of Frege. But then he was also fully aware of the De Morgan Laws without being aware of De Morgan, etc. – as we know, such designations are but common symptoms of what may be diagnosed as the chronic historical amnesia of the modern mind. 

But this is not the point I wish to make here. In this paper, I will rather attempt to show how Buridan’s awareness of the “Frege point” and of the force-content distinction in general enabled him to avoid the philosophical evils Geach alluded to in this passage, and how this awareness is consistent with his general nominalist stance on propositions and what they signify both in the mind and in external reality.

The Force-Content Distinction in Buridan

In accordance with the “Frege point”, it is recognizably the same content that is conveyed by the words making up a proposition when it is asserted as a premise in an argument and what is conveyed by the same words forming the antecedent of a conditional in the same argument, where they obviously do not make the assertion expressed by the other, categorical premise. 

It is precisely on this basis that Buridan, who is otherwise willing to assimilate a consequence to a conditional, strictly distinguishes the two. As in his Treatise on Syllogisms he writes: 

«I reply that although a syllogism is composed of several expressions, it is nevertheless a single hypothetical proposition, connecting the conclusion with the premises through the conjunction ‘therefore’. Further, it can be relegated [reducere] to the species of conditional propositions, for just as a conditional is one consequence, so too is a syllogism, whence a syllogism could be formulated as a conditional, in the following manner: ‘If every animal is a substance, and every man is an animal, then every man is a substance’. Strictly speaking, however, a syllogism has an additional feature in comparison to a conditional in that a syllogism posits the premises assertively, whereas a conditional does not assert them. Therefore it would not be inappropriate to place syllogisms in a species of hypotheticals different from those that the author enumerated earlier; that species could then be described, as far as its nominal definition is concerned [quantum ad quid nominis], in terms of the following expression: ‘a consequence that asserts the consequent and the antecedent’, and we could impose [on it] the name B, which would then signify equivalently with the given description. [SD 5.1.3, pp. 308-309]
»
Indeed, when it makes a logical difference, Buridan promptly invokes the distinction between an expression occurring as a part of the antecedent of a consequence, and the same expression occurring as a proposition asserted separately. 
Dealing with the sophism ‘Every man runs; therefore, a donkey runs’, positing the case per impossibile that every man is a donkey, Buridan observes that the sophism as stated is not a valid consequence, even with the assumption of the case, for the consequent simply does not follow from the antecedent. So, even if the consequence containing the antecedent of the sophism and the proposition describing the case as its antecedent is valid, the sophism, asserted in itself is not, no matter what we may assert separately.

«The solution of this sophism is easy: for you can say, assert, or propound at will any proposition you please, and yet a necessary consequence will never become not necessary (or conversely), as a result of such an action of yours; therefore, the sophism posited in this way is false. Because of the arguments, however, we should know that in one way a proposition can be posited or conceded or stated absolutely, as a proposition taken in itself, and then the truth or falsity of other propositions or consequences is irrelevant to it. In another way we posit a proposition as the antecedent or part of an antecedent so as to infer another, and then it is indeed necessary to see whether the proposed conclusion follows from it with the addition of others. For example, if in this case you posit absolutely that every man is a donkey, then, because of this, the consequence posited in the sophism will become neither more nor less valid. But if you posit that every man is a donkey as an antecedent to infer some conclusion, I would immediately say that it does indeed follow that ‘therefore, some man is a donkey’. And if you posited this proposition as a part of an antecedent with ‘Every man runs’ as the other part, then I say that it does indeed follow that ‘therefore, a donkey runs’. And this is how the arguments proceeded. [Sophismata, c. 8, 3rd sophism, p. 959.]»
Indeed, as Geach argues, it is precisely this insight about the relationship between assertion and the validity of a consequence that is needed to avoid Lewis Carroll’s paradox in ‘What the Tortoise Said to Achilles’, and it is the same insight that was missed by Gilbert Ryle in his analysis of conditionals:

«Ryle argues that in “if p then q; but p; therefore q” the hypothetical is not a premise co-ordinate with “p”, as the ‘code style’ suggests, but is rather a licence to perform the inference “p, therefore q” when you have the premise “p”. His argument against the more conventional two-premise account of modus ponens is that if we needed to supply “if p, then q” as a premise for the inference of “q” from “p”, then by parity of reasoning we should need to supply “if both p and if p then q, then q” as a premise for the inference of “q” from “p” and “if p then q”— and then we should have started on a vicious regress, the one made notorious by Lewis Carroll in ‘What the Tortoise Said to Achilles’.

I do not think there is anything in this. Particular readings of “p” and “q” may make “p therefore q” into a logically valid argument; but it is not in general logically valid, and if not, then no power in heaven or earth can issue me a ‘licence’ that makes it logically valid. On the other hand, “if p, then q; but p; therefore q” is logically valid; and this means precisely that the two premises “if p then q” and “p” are sufficient to yield the conclusion “q”, so that there is no place for introducing an extra premise, and a regress never gets started.
»
Actually, at one point Buridan’s assimilation of consequences to conditionals may be seen as getting him dangerously close to slipping into this sort of infinite regress, where he seems to claim that besides asserting the premises of a valid consequence, one also has to assert the consequence itself. As he writes in his Treatise on Demonstrations: 

«But I say that in the demonstrations of these conclusions, not only are two first principles required, namely, the two premises, but also several others, for a demonstration requires not only the evidentness of the premises but also the evidentness of the consequence. But that consequence is a proposition, albeit a hypothetical one. And so, if the consequence is evident in itself, then it is an indemonstrable principle; and if it is not evident in itself, then it needs to be demonstrated by evident principles. Therefore, in the demonstration from first premises ‘Every B is A; every C is B; therefore, every C is A’ there are three indemonstrable principles, namely, the two premises, and, on the part of the consequence, the following hypothetical proposition, or one equivalent to it: ‘If every B is A and every C is B, then every C is A’. But if from the above-stated premises you infer another conclusion, namely, ‘Some A is C’, then, if the corresponding consequence is evident, then it is a first indemonstrable principle that is expressed by the word ‘therefore’ or by the proposition ‘If every B is A and every C is B, then some A is C’. And if that consequence is not evident, then it needs to be proved, and it is proved by the conversion of the conclusion, which again either involves a consequence evident in itself, and thus it is an indemonstrable principle, or it is to be proved by evident [principles]. And thus it is clear that because of the multiplication of conclusions from the same premises the indemonstrable principles have to be multiplied on the part of the consequences. [SD 8.5.2. pp. 714-715.]»
Now here Buridan may indeed seem to slip into Lewis Carroll’s infinite regress. But upon a closer look it should be clear that he does not state here the need to assert the conditional corresponding to the consequence as a general requirement, which would be needed for starting the infinite regress. He only says that the evidentness of the consequence is required for the evidentness of the demonstration. Therefore, if the consequence is self-evident, then so is the corresponding conditional, which therefore does not need to be asserted. On the other hand, if the consequence is not evident, then the corresponding conditional needs to be asserted as a provable premise, and it has to be proved by means of self evident premises in terms of a self-evident consequence, such as the conversion of a categorical. In fact, this is absolutely consistent with Buridan’s explicit claim, namely, that although every valid consequence is a hypothetical proposition of a specific kind (namely, one in which the antecedent and the consequent are asserted), and to every valid consequence there corresponds a necessary conditional and vice versa, the two must not be identified, precisely because of what is asserted and what is not in the one and the other. As in his Treatise on Propositions he remarks:
«We should also note that some hypotheticals contain several categoricals joined by the conjunction ‘therefore’ or some equivalent phrase. For such is a syllogism, or an induction or another sort of argumentation (taking this to be the aggregate of premises and conclusion), and [such an argumentation] is one hypothetical proposition. Now the author perhaps did not mention this type, because he intended it to be analyzed in terms of causal or perhaps conditional propositions, since in both cases there is a consequence involved. It appears to me, however, that this type differs from causals, for a syllogism can be from what is posterior [a posteriori], which is not causal, or it can proceed from false [premises], where there is neither a cause nor an effect, as in ‘Every B is A, every C is B; therefore, every C is A’. Again, a syllogism differs from a conditional proposition, for in a conditional proposition the categorical propositions are in no way asserted, i.e., affirmed, but in syllogisms they are propounded in an assertive manner, e.g., every B is A and every C is B, and from this it is concluded assertively that every C is A. Therefore we say of a syllogism from false premises that it is faulty in its matter [peccat in materia], which is not the sort of thing to be said about the conditional ‘If a donkey flies, then a donkey has wings’. [SD 1.7.6, pp. 64-65.]»
In general, according to Buridan, apart from the specific case of consequences, the propositional components of a hypothetical proposition are not asserted separately; it is only the entire hypothetical that is asserted. In fact, this is Buridan’s main reason for hesitating to refer to the propositional components of a hypothetical proposition by the name ‘proposition’:

«we should know, it seems to me, that properly speaking a hypothetical proposition does not contain several propositions. For example, in the proposition ‘God does not exist or a man is an animal’, which is true, the utterance ‘God does not exist’ is not to be taken to be a proposition. I prove this in the following way: if it were a proposition, then everyone uttering that hypothetical would say something false; the consequent is false; therefore, so is the antecedent.

The falsity of the consequent is obvious by common usage, for nobody, whether a cleric or a layman, would argue that a man would be saying something false, were he to utter that disjunctive proposition. Indeed, if someone were to say ‘I will go or I will not’, then another would immediately reply: ‘That I know well’.

Again, the proposition ‘If a donkey flies, then a donkey has feathers’ is conceded as true, but it would be absurd for a true proposition to have its principal parts false.

Again, someone knowingly and intentionally asserting something false lies; therefore someone intentionally and assertively saying that God exists or a man is a donkey would lie, and this is false.

Again, in the Bible and in the demonstrative sciences many such hypotheticals are asserted, but thus they would be false and heretical, and this is an absurd assertion.

Therefore, it appears to me that when it is said that a hypothetical proposition is one that contains two categorical propositions, this is not true, strictly speaking, but it is true in the sense that a hypothetical proposition contains two predicates and two subjects and two copulas, and that each of those predicates is predicated of one of those subjects by the mediation of one of those copulas. The aggregate of one predicate, one subject, and their copula is not a proposition, but is rather a part of a proposition, although such an utterance, were it taken separately, would indeed be a categorical [proposition]. [SD 1.7.1, pp. 57-58.]»
Now this treatment of hypothetical propositions and their components makes it clear that despite all their agreements I have noted so far, Buridan would not agree with what Geach says about what he takes to be the proper, original usage of the term ‘proposition’. For according to Geach, this usage would suggest that a proposition properly speaking is what is simply propounded, whether it is asserted or not. As he says:

«When I use the term “proposition”, as I did just now, I mean a form of words in which something is propounded, put forward for consideration; it is surely clear that what is then put forward neither is ipso facto asserted nor gets altered in content by being asserted. Unfortunately, this use of “proposition”, formerly a well-established one, has become liable to be misconstrued, for the word has been appropriated by certain theorists for a supposed realm of timeless abstract ‘intentional’ objects, whose principle of individuation has thus far eluded capture in any clearly formulable criterion. Philosophers have weakly surrendered the term “proposition” to these theorists and cast around for some substitute; the ones they have come up with—”sentence” and “statement”—have been rather unhappy. It would be preferable to stick to the old use of “proposition”, which has never quite gone out; if we need a substitute for “proposition” in the new fangled use, it will not be difficult to find one—let us say, “propositional content”.
»
In contrast to this, from Buridan’s previously quoted passage it seems to be clear that he takes the propositional components of a hypothetical proposition strictly speaking non-propositions, because they are not asserted in that context. Therefore, we may infer that for Buridan the assertive force of a proposition is not something that is added to a per se unasserted proposition, but rather it is something that belongs to a proposition per se when it is propounded in itself, but which is cancelled out when it is embedded in the context of a hypothetical. 

Indeed, despite what he said in the previously quoted passage, discussing the issue of the lack of a syntactic marker for assertoric force in spoken natural languages, Geach makes the following, interesting remark: 

«In written or printed language, however, there is something of a clue to what is meant assertorically. There is a certain presumption—though of course it can be upset in various ways— that an author of a non-fictional work intends a sentence to be read as an assertion if it stands by itself between full stops and grammatically can be read as an assertion. The assertoric force of a sentence is thus shown by its not being enclosed in the context of a longer sentence.

Possibly there is something corresponding to this in the realm of thoughts; possibly a thought is assertoric in character unless it loses this character by occurring only as an element in a more complicated thought.
»
Now this remark seems to be in perfect agreement with Buridan’s conception. According to this conception, the mental copula forming a categorical mental proposition out of two categorematic concepts, eo ipso asserts the resulting mental proposition, either affirmatively, or negatively. Indeed, perhaps the reason why Buridan is consistently talking about two copulas, one affirmative, one negative, as if the latter were just as simple as the former is, may be that he wants to treat the negative copula as a single unit, lest it be thought that the negation of the copula would yield a hypothetical proposition with an embedded, unasserted propositional component. 

In any case, from the foregoing this much is clear, namely, that for Buridan, the propositional components of hypothetical propositions are not propositions, but the unasserted contents of the expressions that would be propositions if they were asserted separately, whether in spoken, written, or mental language. 

The Complexity of Mental Propositions

But at this point a specific difficulty seems to arise for mental language. For, obviously, a distinction can be operative only if its members are clearly identifiable. So in the case of the force-content distinction we would also require the members of the distinction to be clearly identifiable. Now, in the case of spoken and written propositions, even if the assertive force is not separately marked, the propositional content is clearly identifiable whether it is asserted or not, for when it is asserted, then it is expressed by the same string of words occurring separately that express it unasserted, when the same words occur in the context of a hypothetical proposition, as its syntactical parts. However, given that mental propositions according to Buridan are supposed to be simple qualities of the mind, they cannot have such syntactical parts. Therefore, on the level of mental language, which for Buridan is the primary level of any meaningful content whatsoever, the force-content distinction seems to be threatened by the lack of clear criteria of identification for the members of the distinction.

However, as I have also argued in the introduction to my translation of Buridan’s Summulae,
 the ontological, and consequent syntactical simplicity of complex mental expressions is not incompatible with their semantic complexity, and so whatever criteria of identity we may have for analyzing the semantic complexity of mental propositions may also serve for identifying the contents of their semantic components.

The important point to realize in this connection is that any symbol whatsoever, no matter what sort of entity it is, can be regarded as semantically complex if its semantic values are functionally dependent on the semantic values of other symbols, regardless of whether those other symbols are its ontological or syntactical parts or not. For example, when Buridan says that a barrel-hoop hanging in front of a tavern is subordinated to the mental proposition: ‘Wine is sold here!’, then it should be clear that the barrel-hoop, which can hardly be said to have some sort of syntactic complexity (although ontologically it is certainly not simple), is on this account a semantically complex symbol, insofar as its semantic values (such as its signification and truth) are functionally dependent on the semantic values of other symbols (such as the signification and supposition of the concepts making up the mental proposition to which it is subordinated), despite the fact that these other symbols are neither its ontological, nor its syntactical parts. In the same way, then, the mental proposition corresponding to the spoken proposition ‘If I exist, then God exists’, is obviously semantically complex, in the sense that its semantic values (its signification and truth-value) functionally depend on the semantic values of other symbols, namely, ultimately, on the supposition of the concepts immediately signified by the terms ‘God’, ‘I’ and ‘existent’. Still, this does not require that these concepts literally be the parts of the mental proposition in question in the same way the corresponding words are temporal parts of the corresponding spoken proposition, or spatial parts of the corresponding written proposition. In fact, when Buridan argues that the notion of integral whole need not be restricted to wholes having such quantitative parts, one of his examples is a mental proposition having simple concepts as its parts, but certainly not, he says, as its quantitative parts because all these concepts are simple, unextended qualities of the mind.
 So, the semantic complexity of the ontologically simple mental proposition corresponding to a written or spoken proposition is rather to be understood in terms of an isomorphism between the syntactic structure of the spoken or written proposition and the functional dependency of the semantic values of the mental proposition on the semantic values of the concepts corresponding to the syntactic components of the mental proposition. 

In general, we may say that if ‘A(B)’ is a well-formed syntactically complex written or spoken expression resulting from the application of the “unsaturated” (ungesättigt) functional expression ‘A( )’ to the suitable argument-expression ‘B’, CON(X) is the concept corresponding to the spoken or written (whether simple or complex) symbol ‘X’, and Valn(CON(X)) is a semantic value of that concept, then  

CON(A(B)) = CON(A)(CON(B)); and 

Vali(CON(A(B))) = Valj(CON(A))(Valk(CON(B)),

where the function ‘CON’ may be regarded as the mathematical representation of the inverse of the semantic relation of subordination, that is, immediate signification, and the function ‘Valn’ holds the place of the semantic relations of (ultimate) signification and supposition.
 

Of course, this formulation is to be understood with the assumption of a fully disambiguated language, but that is precisely what Buridan’s “regimented Latin” is designed to approximate.

But then, if the complexity of a complex mental expression is to be understood in this way, then there is no special problem concerning the identifiability of the members of the force-content distinction on the mental level. For we have said that this identifiability does not seem to be particularly problematic on the spoken or written level, since we can identify the same content apart from the force on account of the fact that the same content is carried by the same syntactical parts construed in the same way whether they form an assertion or just an unasserted propositional component of a hypothetical proposition. But since the complexity of any mental expression consists in mere semantic complexity isomorphic to the syntactical complexity of a spoken or written expression, we can safely use the identification of the syntactical construction of the spoken or written expression mirroring the semantic complexity of the mental expression in the identification of the content of the latter.

Conclusion: Mental Propositions and Buridan’s Nominalism

On this basis, then, Buridan can certainly have his mental propositions and their components as fairly well-identifiable, semantically sufficiently fine-grained, and ontologically well-behaved items. By using the mappings provided by the relation of subordination, they are identifiable just as well as the syntactic items of written and spoken languages, provided we are also aware of the relevant synonymies and equivocations of the latter. They are ontologically well-behaved from the point of view of a nominalist, insofar as they are all ontologically simple, singular qualities of singular minds.
 Finally, they are semantically sufficiently fine-grained to serve as suitably fine-grained (indirect) objects of propositional attitudes, insofar as they distinguish on the mental level different ways of picking out the same ultimate objects in external reality. Therefore, no wonder Buridan makes ample use of them in his account of the semantics of intentional verbs expressing such attitudes, in the context of his theory of appellatio rationis. So, whenever the semantics of such verbs demands suitably fine-grained objects, such as propositions (or rather, embedded, and unasserted, propositional contents) with co-referential terms, Buridan can always appeal to the distinctness of the appellated mental propositions with co-referential concepts to block the invalid inference resulting from interchanging the co-referential terms.

But the ingenuity of Buridan’s theory of appellatio rationis consists in the fact that the appellated concepts are not construed as the ultimate objects of intentional verbs and of the mental acts they signify: the ultimate objects are the objects of the concepts themselves. However, since according to Buridan it is only categorematic concepts that represent objects of extramental reality, mental propositions will only represent in extramental reality what their categorematic concepts represent. But then, since Buridan has already taken care of fine-grained intensional objects on the mental level in terms of his conception of the compositionality of mental language and his theory of appellatio rationis, his logic does not need similarly fine-grained objects in extramental reality, so he can simply get rid of complexe significabilia in his ontology, without any loss of the expressive power of his semantics. 
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