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Dance if It Rains 
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Vranas (2008; 2010; 2011) had adopted a non-reductionist approach that denies translation of command 
sentences into declarative ones. Imperative arguments may be pure or mixed-premise arguments including 
cross-species ones. In the present article, I intend to concentrate upon only the last variety that combines 
imperatives with declaratives. It is better to follow Vranas (2016) in defining an argument as an ordered pair. 
The first coordinate of this pair (the premise/s) is a non-empty set of propositions or prescriptions. It may also 
be a non-empty set of both propositions and prescriptions. The second coordinate, which is the conclusion, is 
either a proposition or a prescription. An imperative argument is one which has prescription as a conclusion, as 

 

 

Since the last two decades of 20th century, logic of imperatives has been given a commendable shape as an 

independent system of logic. The present paper attempts to focus on some areas concerning validity of imperative 

arguments with special reference to the writings of Peter B. M. Vranas. Peter B. M. Vranas has written extensively 

about the foundations of imperative logic. Validity of imperatives is arguably defined by him in terms of meriting 

endorsement. But it is hard to endorse the general definition of argument validity applied in the case of imperative 

arguments as suggested by Vranas, though I consider it good to start with its suggested interpretation. As I have 

some reservation regarding the interpretation, I intend to show that the process of arriving at it can be more direct. 

The different senses of the criterion of validity have been discussed in this present essay. A note of dissent is 

expressed regarding the necessary condition of the said validity. Another point to note is that, though there are 

different types of imperative arguments, viz. pure and mixed-premise arguments including cross-species ones, this 

present essay will focus only on the last variety which is a combination of imperatives and declaratives in an 

argument. In this venture, I have taken help from some counter-examples to suggest some amendments ultimately 

in his definition of validity for imperative arguments. 
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Introduction 
Commands play a very important role in formal argumentative discourses. In this computer age, 

informative commands or imperatives (viz., “Press the key F12 to get a different font”) are of utmost 
importance not only in official interactions, but also in everyday life. Though hypothetical commands appear 
initially as more puzzling than categorical commands, still both attract equal attention so far as logic of such 
statements is concerned. Commands of any form, essentially having informative use, express “prescriptions” as 
distinct from “propositions” though the possibility of their cross-over is not ruled out. The present article 
ventures to explore the issue of validity of imperative arguments as found in the writings of Peter B. M. Vranas.  
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distinct from a declarative argument whose conclusion is a proposition.  
 

I 
It is an undeniable fact that, unlike a pure declarative argument, the validity of an imperative 

argument―both pure and mixed―is to be defined without using the criterion of truth. Keeping in mind this 
fact and trying to get an uniform desideratum, validity of both types of arguments may be defined in terms of 
meriting endorsement (Vranas, 2016, p. 1707). In case of declarative arguments, meriting endorsement is the 
same as being supported by a true proposition which is guaranteed by some fact, while in imperative argument, 
it is the same as being supported (sustained) by some reason (fact). Reason is an umbrella term which 
accommodates reasons for acting, feeling, believing, etc. 

Let me start with one of the consequences of the theory of validity which he names as (D2) (Vranas, 2016, 
p. 1708): 

(D2) An argument is valid, only if, necessarily, its premises merit endorsement, then its conclusion merits 
endorsement. 

Vranas refers to three issues as consequences of (D2). (Vranas, 2016, pp. 1708-1711) 
(i) Reasons and support; 
(ii) Meriting endorsement, jointly versus separately; 
(iii) Pro-tanto versus all-things-considered endorsement. 
The first one is acceptable; the second one is proposed to be amended; and as the second one has impact 

on the third issue, the third one also needs to be modified in this respect. Let me discuss the first two, one after 
the other, in this section. 

Consequence 1: A prescription’s meriting endorsement means being supported by a reason which is the 
same as favouring its satisfaction-proposition over the violation-proposition. This event is unquestionably 
asymmetric in nature. 

Consequence 2: Meriting endorsement maybe interpreted in two ways, viz, meriting endorsement either 
jointly or separately. A cross species imperative merits endorsement jointly exactly if some fact sustains both 
the proposition and the prescription, and it merits endorsement separately exactly if some fact sustains the 
proposition and some (same or different) fact sustains the prescription. Hence, by definition, the first one 
entails the other. Using these two meanings, we get the following two interpretations of (D2) (Vranas, 2016, p. 
1710): 

(D2J) An argument is valid only if, necessarily, if its premises merit endorsement jointly, then its 
conclusion merits endorsement.  

(D2S) An argument is valid only if, necessarily, if its premises merit endorsement separately, then its 
conclusion merits endorsement. 

Now as meriting endorsement jointly entails meriting endorsement separately, Vranas suggests that (D2) is 
the same as (D2J). To make this point clear, he refers to three examples: 

 

Argument 1      Argument 2 
You did not tell the truth.    Don’t tell the truth. 
You told the truth.      Tell the truth.  
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Therefore: You smiled.        Therefore: You smiled. 
 
 
Argument 3 
Don’t tell the truth. 
The fact that you have sworn to tell the truth is a conclusive reason for you to tell the truth. 
Therefore: You smiled. 

 

All the three arguments contain apparently unrelated conclusion. But according to the standard definition 
of validity of pure declarative arguments, any conclusion can follow from a set of inconsistent premises. 
According to Vranas, the first two examples do not affect (D2S), while the validity of the third argument can be 
retained only at the cost of falsity of (D2S). The reason is this. It is possible that the conclusion of third 
argument does not merit endorsement (you did not smile) but the second premise (backed by a conclusive 
reason) and the first premise (supported by a non-conclusive reason) merit endorsement. Hence, it makes (D2S) 
false, because, according to (D2S), this argument is invalid under this circumstance. Thus, the counter-example 
inevitably: 

(a) Rejects (D2S) as a probable interpretation of (D2), and consequently (b) it leads to the conclusion (D2) 
= (D2J). 

While (a) is acceptable, (b) is not. There are two points to make at this juncture. 
Firstly, it is the choice of the examples which makes it easier to reject D2S in this context. The premises of 

the first two arguments contain contradiction, and hence, it is immaterial for the validity of the arguments 
whether the conclusion is true or false. These arguments enjoy the facility that there is no question of referring 
to conclusive or non-conclusive reason to determine whether the premises merit endorsement or not. But the 
third argument does not contain a contradiction in that sense, and hence, it can leave an open possibility for that 
argument being invalid. But we can argue, analogously as is done in case of Argument 3, to show that validity 
of Argument 2 also can affect (D2S) in the same way. Let us take a similar argument as Argument 2. 

 

Argument 2.1 
Sit idle. 
Don’t sit idle. 
Therefore: You accept the challenge. 

 

It is possible that the person addressed to has conclusive reason to sit idle and non-conclusive reason not to 
sit idle. Hence both the premises merit endorsement though there is no direct contradiction. But it is possible 
that in spite of these inconsistent premises, both meriting endorsement on different grounds, the conclusion 
does not merit endorsement. The person may be struggling hard to wipe out the root cause of challenge. Hence 
the person is not accepting the challenge. The similar argumentation may hold good in the existing example of 
Argument 2 (one premise backed by conclusive reason, and the other backed by non-conclusive reason, and 
thereby avoiding direct contradiction with each other) given by Vranas. In spite of having different kinds of 
reason to tell the truth and not to tell the truth respectively, the person may not smile because of a completely 
different reason. The upshot of the discussion is Argument 2 is equally able to affect (D2S) as is Argument 3. 
Hence (D2S) really fails as a proper interpretation of (D2). 
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This apparent success of (D2J) being the sole interpretation of (D2) may get a jerk however. It is possible 
to show, with the help of two counter-examples, that (D2J) also fails as an interpretation of (D2), almost 
analogous to the way Vranas rejects (D2S) as an interpretation of (D2). It can be shown more drastically 
because, while Argument 3 alone has been used to show the failure of (D2S), the counter-examples are 
individually capable of showing the failure of (D2J). 

It can be demonstrated in the following way. The logical rules allow the following arguments to be valid, 
but in each of the case, the conclusion does not merit endorsement while the premises do it jointly. The 
examples are as follows: 

 

Argument 1* 
(i) Feel good if you dance.       (ii) You feel good if you dance. 
You dance.        Dance. 
Therefore: You feel good.     Therefore: You feel good. 

 

The first premises in both the forms are hypothetical propositions which speak of an event of feeling good 
associated with a dance performance. The second premises in both cases speak of a dance performance. All of 
them may be supported by fact. Still the addressee may not feel good because none of the first premises bear 
any undefeated fact as a support. 

We have to remember here that mere logical form is not enough to understand the significance of 
imperative argument. Hence (D2J) fails as a consequence and it concludes argument against (D2) = (D2J). Let 
me consider the third consequence in the next section. 

II 
It is time to concentrate upon the third consequence of (D2). How is (D2) then be interpreted? The 

important expression in the definition is the phrase “support by reason”. The initial description of meriting 
endorsement in terms of “support by some reason” fares no good, as because the phrase apparently by itself 
does not provide any guarantee for a convincing reason. It may be ad hoc reason which is insufficient to 
guarantee validity of an argument. So, the necessity is felt to introduce undefeated reason or 
all-things-considered endorsement. 

According to Vranas, there is a distinction between “pro-tanto” (prima facie) endorsement and 
“all-things-considered” (undefeatedly supported by some fact/reason) endorsement. Pro-tanto endorsement 
implies that the supporting reason may be defeated by other reasons. But a valid imperative argument needs a 
fact or reason which undefeatedly supports the conclusion. This reason is named as “all-things-considered” 
reason. Keeping in mind these two varieties of reason, we may distinguish between two ways of understanding 
(D2J) (Vranas, 2016, p. 1712). 

(D2JP) An argument is valid only if, necessarily, if its premises merit “pro-tanto” endorsement jointly, 
then its conclusion merits “pro-tanto” endorsement. Equivalently: An argument is valid only if, necessarily, if 
some fact sustains every premise of the argument, then some fact sustains the conclusion of the argument. 

(D2JA) An argument is valid only if, necessarily, if its premises merit “all-things-considered” 
endorsement jointly, then its conclusion merits “all-things-considered” endorsement. Equivalently, an argument 
is valid only if, necessarily, if some fact undefeatedly sustains (i.e., its conjunction with any fact sustains) every 
premise of the argument, then some fact undefeatedly sustains the conclusion of the argument. 
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It is time to introduce his general definition of validity (Vranas, 2016, p. 1713) given by Vranas: 
General definition: An argument is valid (i.e., its premises entail its conclusion; equivalently, its 

conclusion follows from its premises) exactly if, necessarily, every fact that sustains every premise of the 
argument also sustains the conclusion of the argument. 

According to Vranas, both (D2JP) and (D2JA) are consequences of the general definition. The explanation 
is this. It is a necessary fact that if some fact sustains every premise of an argument, then that fact (in that sense 
some fact) sustains the conclusion of the argument. Hence (D2JP) holds. It is again a fact that if some fact 
undefeatedly sustains every premise of an argument, then that fact, in conjunction with any fact sustains every 
premise, and also sustains the conclusion of the argument, and then that fact (in that sense some fact) 
undefeatedly sustains the conclusion. Hence (D2JA) also holds. 

As (D2JA) speaks of undefeated reason, (D2) is to be better understood as (D2JA). Vranas has developed 
some definitions which are special cases of this general definition. As the examples here represent cross-species 
imperative argument, let us focus upon another relevant definition which follows as a special case from the 
general definition. One may try to apply this definition to the cross-species imperative argument in the 
following way: 

Definition 3―A cross-species imperative argument is valid exactly if, necessarily every fact that 
guarantees the (declarative) premise of the argument supports the (imperative) conclusion of the argument. 

The usability of this definition is shown by the following theorem (Vranas, 2016, p. 1715): 
Equivalence Theorem I 
(1) The cross-species imperative argument from the Proposition P to the Prescription I is equivalent to the 

pure declarative argument from P to the proposition that some fact whose existence follows from P 
undefeatedly supports I.  

(2) Equivalently, P entails I exactly if P entails that the fact that P is true undefeatedly supports I.1 
Vranas considered the third consequence of this theorem as the necessary condition of the validity of 

cross-species imperative arguments. The necessary condition is that for a cross-species imperative argument to 
be valid, its premise entails that its conclusion is undefeatedly supported by some fact. Now, according to 
Vranas, the said necessary condition is to be considered as sufficient condition provided we accept an 
assumption such that if it is a fact that some reason undefeatedly supports a given prescription, then that fact 
undefeatedly supports the prescription. That it is also a sufficient condition can be shown in this way. If P 
entails that some fact undefeatedly supports I (i.e., the condition), and the proposition that the fact undefeatedly 
supports I entails I (the assumption), then, by the transitivity of entailment, P entails I. 

There are some examples cited by Vranas in this context (Vranas, 2016, p. 1716): 
 

Argument 5 
You will tell the truth. 
So: Tell the truth.  

 

                                                                 
1 Vranas referred to three consequences of this theorem of which the third one is relevant for the present discussion. 

Argument 6 
The fact that you have sworn to tell the truth is a reason for you to tell the truth. 
So: Tell the truth.  
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Argument 7 
There is a reason for you to tell the truth 
So: Tell the truth. 
According to Vranas, none of the premises of Arguments 5 and 6 entail the conclusion, the first one 

lacking any reason and the second one lacking undefeated reason to reach the desired conclusion. The 
invalidity of Argument 7 however is not so trivial, and Vranas feels that it needs to be compared to another 
argument as this: 

 

Argument 8 
There is a defeated reason for you to tell the truth, and there is an undefeated reason for you not to tell the 

truth. 
So: Tell the truth.  

 

According to Vranas, the premise of this argument entails the premise of Argument 7. As both have the 
same conclusion, Argument 8 is valid by transitivity of entailment if Argument 7 is valid. But, obviously 
Argument 8 is not intuitively valid. Hence, Argument 7 is not intuitively valid either. Vranas further refers to 
Argument 9 which is a valid argument: 

 

Argument 9 
There is an undefeated reason for you to tell the truth. 
So: Tell the truth. 

 

This argument is trivially valid, and it helps to understand that invalidity of Argument 7 is due to lack of 
undefeated reason in this respect. Vranas also referred to the possibility of showing Argument 9 as invalid on a 
different reason, but we may leave it for fear of digression. Let me now come to the points of discomfort, the 
first one is simple while the second is more serious and has impact on his definition of validity. 

Firstly, so far as there is a distinction between pro-tanto and all-things-considered endorsement, Argument 
7 distinctly contains a vague premise. Author’s claim that Argument 8 contains Argument 7 shows that 
Argument 7 is surely understood as “not-having-all-things-considered” endorsement. The worry however lies 
elsewhere. Though Argument 7 refers to a reason which is not specified, still, under normal circumstance, it 
does not exclude the possibility of that reason being a good reason―in a matured sense―a not-defeated reason 
in favour of telling truth. It is definitely different from the first premise of Argument 8 which announces the 
reason as a defeated reason. So, the question of the premise of Argument 8 entailing premise of Argument 7 
does not arise, as the premises are of different nature. 

Secondly, the validity of Argument 9, as it appears from the case, is clearly evident because it openly 
mentions that there is undefeated reason. Hence, the validity of any cross-species imperative argument whose 
premise is prescriptive and the conclusion is a declarative proposition, depends totally on the overt expression 
“undefeated support of reason”. Under this circumstance, let us consider the following argument: 

 

The standard rules of validity allow the argument to be valid. But it is not clear from the premise whether 

Argument # 
Dance. 
So: You dance if it rains. 
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there is undefeated support of reason to dance. We can at best think of a defeated reason to dance. In the 
absence of an undefeated reason, it is difficult to prove the validity of any argument of such form according to 
the criterion given by Vranas. There are ample examples of such argument available in our daily life. 

Afterwords 
We have to remember that the whole discussion is restricted to natural language imperatives. It is an 

important contribution of Vranas that he speaks of validity of imperatives in terms of meriting endorsement. 
Meriting endorsement is totally defined in terms of being sustained by some facts. 

The question is―What counts as a fact? It is obvious that in case of a proposition, a fact sustains a 
proposition exactly if, necessarily, the proposition is true if the fact exists. On the other hand, a fact sustains a 
prescription exactly if it favours the satisfaction-proposition over the violation-proposition of the prescription.2

Vranas, P. B. M. (2011). New foundations for imperative logic: Pure Imperative Inference. Mind, 120(478), 369-446. 

 
So, in case of a proposition, a fact is a state-of-affair, and more specifically a physical object or event. On the 
other hand, the fact relevant in the context of imperative argument is not a physical one. 

 

Proposition      Prescription 
↓         ↓ 
Physical observable object  Undefeated reason favouring  

satisfaction-proposition over 
violation-proposition  

 

In the given example, the satisfaction-proposition (dance-performance) is favoured over the 
violation-proposition (absence of dance-performance), and it sustains the premise. In case of the conclusion, it 
is rain followed by dance-performance which sustains the proposition. In the premise, however, the relevant 
fact does not contain any occurrence of rain. Hence, the argument no longer remains valid according to the 
Definition 3 given by Vranas. For the sake of validity of such arguments, Definition 3 may be reframed as 
follows: 

Definition 3*: A cross-species imperative argument is valid, exactly if, necessarily, every fact that 
guarantees the ( prescriptive) premise of the argument is either the fact or constitutes an essential element of the 
total undefeated fact/reason in favour of the (descriptive) conclusion of the argument.  

The task remains for future to see whether this definition is applicable in case of both pure imperative 
arguments and mixed-premise imperative arguments. 
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2 Vranas discussed the issue of satisfaction and violation in his other articles on imperative logic earlier than 2016. 


