
THE PR OBLEM O F THE SINGLE CASE

Huw Price

Darwin Col l ege

Submitted i n fulfi lment of t he requiremen ts for the

degree of Doctor of Philosoph y at t he University of

Cambridge , February 1981.



r,
> Prefac e

CONTENTS

..... ... .... ...... ......... ... .... .. ... ...... .. iii

ii

>,
Chapter 1: Locating the Problem • . ••• . .•.•..•... • •• . 1:1- 11

Chap t e r 2 : Truthconditional Sol ut i ons , and the

Need for Rationality

Chapter 3 : Rational Personal ism

2:1 -22

3d-1 6

Chap t er 4,

Chapter 5 ,

Chapter 6 ,

Chapter 7,

Chap ter 8 ,

Ob jec t i v i sm • .•• .••• .•• . . ••. . .• •. •• • • . . . • 4 : 1 -19

Me llor 's Chanc e s . . •. . .• ••. ..••.. • • ••. •. • 5:1 -21

Partial Assertions .• . •.•• . •..• .. . ..• ••. . 6 : 1-15

An Ob j ect i on f r om Geach and Searle • • • . . . 7:1-38

Further Proble ms . • . . • . • ••. • . • . . .••• .• . . . 8 : 1 -21

Chapt er 9: A Return t o Rationality ..• •.. • . •. • . • • • . • 9 : 1- 18

Bibli ography .. . • .••• . •• . • • • • . • • . . •••• • • . • • .• • • . • • • . .• . V~~



•
i

iii

PREFACE

Frequency theories o f probability, such as those of Reichenbach

(1949) and von Mises (1957), are often criticised for their apparent

inability to make sense of the appl ication of a notion of probability

to a s ingle instance. I f this is the wors e failing o f such accounts -

as seems to be wi dely be lieved - then an obvious strategy is to look

for some other account of the application of probability to a single

caee r an account compat ibl e with , and designed to supplement , a frequ-

ency i nt e rpre t ation of sentences in which an occurr ence of a term such

as ' pr ob ab l e' does not refer t o a single case .

This st rategy would be bound to fai l, i f i t could be assumed that

the relation between general-case and single-case appl i cations of prob-

abi lity is the same as t hat between a non-probabilistic general i sation

and one of its instances: i.e ., the relation o f instantiation of a

uni versal quantifier. For there is no non-trivial way to construe a

statement about rela tive f r equenc i es in certain general c l as s e s which

will give it t he form, 'For a l l x, Fx' . However , there seems to be no

reason to make this assumption.

Such an assumpt ion would perhaps constrain the i nt e rpr et a t i on of

probabilistic general isations more than that of statements whi ch apply

probability to a single case. I t would require such generalisations to

be of a universal ly-quantified logical form, but single-case statements

only to be such as to be able to be universal ly quant i f ied . Even so , in

its absence the single ca s e sti l l seems the proper starting po int for a

philosophical account of probability . The goal of such an account,

above all , ought to be to describe and explain the role of probability

and related notions in guiding our behaviour . But any cont ext in which a

probability judgement is used is inter alia , perhaps - one of single-

case applicat ion. So an ear ly task of a theory of probability ought to
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be to attempt to understand such an appl ication .

Beyond this r ather vague goal , however , it remains unclear as t o

what the real i s s ues are f or an account of single-case probabi l ity . It

is not even clear what distinguishes ' s ingl e-ca se' from ' gene r al-case'

applications of probability, given that it cannot be assumed that the

r e l ation between the t wo mat c hes that i n the non-probabilistic case . So

in Chapter 1 I try to locate the cent ral aspects of 'the prob lem of the

s ingle case' ; and to characterise t he problem i n t e rms whi ch depend as

l i t t l e as possible on the viewpoint o f any particular proposed

solution. I a rgue that the cent ral issue concerns the interpretation

of sentences of the f orm (or paraphrasable i n t he f orm) Pq , where P i s

a probabil istic sentential operator ( 'It i s probable that . •. " for

example) , and q is an appropriate sentence. (I call sentences of the

form Pq •SP sentences '.)

Although few, i f any , existing accounts of probability actually

ident i fy a problem i n exact ly these terms, it i s usual ly possible to

see how such an account wi ll approach the issues I thus raise . In

Chapter 2 this procedure enables me to outline a range of proposals

based on existing accounts . Thes e have i n common the assumption that

SP sentences are truthconditional, their utterance amounting to a

particular kind of asser t ion. In this chapter I als o identify a problem

common to a l l accounts which make this assumpt ion , and exhibit the ways

i n which in solving i t most such accounts rely on a notion of ration­

ality . Some do so more directly than others. and t hi s provides t he

basis o f a useful c lassifi cation of the accounts mentioned in this

chapter (with one exception) into two classes.

Chapters 3 and 4 take these classes i n turn, c r iticising the

accounts conce r ned . There i s par ticul ar reference to t heir dependence

on a notion of rationality, and to the role of and grounds for t he

claim that SP sentences are t ruthconditional . Some of the argument s in
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these two chapters are exemplified i n Chapter 5, which is a criticism

of some of D. H. Mellor 's views on probabi lity .

In Chapter 6 I s ugges t an alternative view . which rejects the

assumption that SP utter ances are assertions, holding instead that they

stand di r ect ly to partial beliefs as assertions do t o full ones . This

v i ew escapes the objections r ai s ed i n Chapters 2, 3 and 4 to truth-

conditional accounts of SP sent ences , but has to meet others. Among

these is an objection raised (in s lightly di f ferent f orms) by Geach and

by searl e, to a general s t r a tegy for the interpre t a tion of certain
.

classes of utt er an ces , to which the proposa l here (for the class of SP

utterances) is a t l east c losely r ela t ed. I defend the proposal agains t

this objection in Chapter 7 . Although here I am concerned only with the

interpr e tation of SP ut terances, it seems to me that the argument i s

appl i cable more generally, to defend similar approaches to other types

o f utterance against the line of objection r ais ed by Geach and Sear le.

In Chapter 8 I consider some further problems f or the proposal

of Chapt er 6 , the s e ones bei ng specifical l y r elat ed to the fact that

i t i s an account of s ent e nc es i nvolving probabi l i t y .

Finally, i n Chapter 9 , I r e t urn to t he not ion of r a tionalit y,

exhibi ting the ways i n which this notion bears on the vi ew I am advoc-

ating . The r es ulting picture seems t o me to be more satisfactory than

those to which the accounts outlined in Chapter 2 give rise . In this

chapter I also mention some o f the questions l e f t open by the present

accounc , particularly to do wi th the treatment o f general-case probab-

i l i t y , and its relation to the single case.

This di s sert a t i on is the result of my own wor k , and includes

nothing whi ch is the outcome of work done in col laborat ion. I have

tried to acknowledge speci f i c debts fo r a rgumen ts and i deas i n notes

of r e f e r e nce - which are numbered consecutively i n each chapter , and

listed a t the end of the chapter concerned . Less specific debts, and
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s imil ar or closely related arguments o f which I am aware, I have

tried to recogni se in separa t e bibliographical notes , wh i c h fo l low

the not es o f r e f erence , if any, a t the end o f the appropriate chapter.

(In not es of both kinds , and very occa s i ona l ly in the t ext i t self.

entries in the bibliographical list at the end of the dissertation are

r e f erred t o by such f orms as ' Re i chenbach (1949) I ; the date given is

the date of the edition referred t o . )

Such i ndividual r efe r ences cannot reflect the extent to whi ch I

have been influenced by - indeed, introduced to the ph i losophy o f

probability by - the writings of F. P. Ramsey and of D. H. Mellor. My

debt t o Hugh Mellor for this and for he lp and encouragement in

philosophy ove r several years i s poor l y r epaid by Chapt er S.

I am also indebted and grateful t o J onathan Cohen . who se comments

came at exactly the right time t o i nfluence Chapters 7 and 8 ; to

Christie Hamilton, Richard Healey and Frank Jackson for comments and

encouragement at various s t age s ; and to Deborah Best and Eileen Price ,

f or l ocating many typographical mi s takes .
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1. LOCATING THE PROBLEM.

What are the tasks for an account of single-case probability? And

to what extent is it possi ble to set them out in terms which are

neutral between different possible approaches? Theory-neutrality i s a

relative matter: a statement neutral between a given pai r of theories

may not be so bet ween these two theories and a thi rd . But if we wish to

compare rival accounts of single-case probability, we s hould at l eas t

be able to say what is at issue in terms which are neutral between all

the accounts we want to consider; for otherwise , what grounds could we

have f or thinking that these ' rival' theories are in any way incom­

patible?

I think t hat a strongly t heory-neutral cha r ac t er i sa t i on of the

problem of single-case probabilities is most l ikely to begin with some

class of the sentences , or utterances, of ordinary l anguage - of

Engl ish , for us. For some such class, i dentified in syntactical terms,

it will be agreed t hat i ts syntactical characterisation marks a dist­

incti on of deeper . non -syntact ical significance . And it wil l be noted

that English speakers characteristical ly utter such sentences in

situations of a certa in ki nd . The f act that there is such a particular

kind of s i tuation, for a given class of utterances, seems to be

en tai led by the c laim that the class i n question is of more than syn­

tactical significance. This is because, roughly, there woul d ot herwi s e

be a difference of meaning wi t hout a difference o f use - the impossib­

i l ity of wh i ch seems an uncontroversial aspect of the principle ' mean­

ing is use ' .

More specifica l ly , since an ut t er an ce is in some sense an effect

of its speaker 's state of mind, a non-syntactical difference between

types of utterance should be matched by a di f ference between t he kinds

of state of mind f rom which such utterances r e sult. Otherwise there
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would be a significant difference of effect without a s ignificant

difference of cause. It i s t r ue that in general a dif ference of effect

may result instead f r om a difference of prevailing circumstances; but

it is not as though what needs to be explained in a case l i ke t his is

something l i ke the special features of utterances made by speakers wi th

heavy colds. Note that to c laim that a non-syntactical distinction bet­

ween types of ut terance should be matched by a distinction between

associated mental states, does not involve denying that certain

syntactical distinctions should a lso be matched in this way.

The di f ferences of s tates of mind which are thus associated with

non-syntactical differences of utterance wi ll usually, if not a l ways,

a lso be r evealed i n differences of non- l inguistic behaviour - or a t

least o f non - l inguist ic behavioural dispositions. Thus i f two types of

utterance Va and Vb r es ult f rom mental states Ma and M
b

, and Ma and Mb

are such t hat for no speaker is there any possible circumstance in

which it woul d make a difference to his non - linguistic behaviour

whether his mental state were M
a

or M
b,

then it i s difficult to see

what grounds there could be for regarding M
a

and M
b

as distinct (and

hence Va and Vb as different in some non-syntactical r espec t) . How

could we tell that a speaker was us ing Va and Vb correctly, rather than

associ ating Va with Mb , and Vb with Ma?

In other words , if a person claims that a syntactical character­

isation of a class of ut t erances U marks a distinction o f deeper. non­

syntactical significance, he should be prepared to describe associated

distinctions at two other levels: one distinguishing a particular kind

of mental attitude, or state ; the other marking a particular kind of

non- linguistic behaviour . He should thus admit the fol lowing t hree

questions :

1.1 What is the distinguishing non-syntactic characteristic of an
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utte r ance of c l ass U, in virtue o f which U i s a s i gn i f i cant

sub-class of t he c l a ss o f a l l (Engl ish) utterances ?

1 . 2 What i s the characteri stic f eature, or component , of the state of

mind of a speaker who makes an utter ance o f c l ass U?

1 .3 With what characteri s t i c behaviour or behavioural dispos i t ion i s

the state of mind i dentified i n 1. 2 associated, othe r than (the

disposition t o make) utterances o f c l ass U?

These ques t ions s houl d be answered in s uc h a way as to permit an answer

to a f ourth :

1 . 4 What i s the na t ure of the connection between the s tate of mind

identified in 1 .2 and on the one hand , the making of an ut ter ­

ance of class Ui and on the other , the behaviour (or behavioura l

dispositions ) ident i f ied in 1 .3?

Suppose a number o f theories agree that a clas s U is of mor e than

syntactical s i gn i f icance . Then these f our ques t i ons cons t itute a

problem which is po sed in terms which are neutral be tween these various

theories, s o long as none of them disputes the assumptions about lang­

uage, mind and behaviour on which the questions rest. Thus f or suf f ic­

i ently r estricted U, a t least (though perhaps not , for example , i f U i s

the c l ass of a l l English utterances ), 1.1 - 1. 4 are theory-neut ral

r elative t o a ll but the mos t far-rangi ng disputes about the na t ure o f

the utt erances concerned.

These f our questions are appl i cabl e t o any c l ass of ut t erances

which is held t o be of more than syntac t ica l s igni ficance. However ,

there is no guarantee t ha t t he problem t hey compr ise, with respect

to any such class, is related t o exi s t ing disputes; or that this problem

does not have an obvi ous s ol ut i on . The cos t of such a general f ormul­

ation of the problem may be that many of its instances are uninter-
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esting. Fortunately the case which i s relevant to s ingle-case

probability does not seem to be of this kind; here appropriate

instances of 1.1 - 1.4 seem to set out a problem c losely related to

existing disputes (and one whose solution is by no means obvious) .

It seems to me that the most s ignificant class of utterances for

whi ch 1 .1 - 1.4 form part of the problem of s ingle-case probability ,

is tha t of utte r ances of the form Pq , where P i s a probab i listic sent-

ential operator, and q is a truthconditional sentence. There are many

forms of probabil istic operator , f rom the most vague and non-

numer ical - 'I t i s probable that ••• " ' It is unlikely that •... , and

so on - to the most numerical and precise - 'The r e is a 74\ chance

that ••• ' , etc. The requirement that q be truthconditional is int ended

mainly to exclude sentences to which ordinary usage does not attach

probabil istic operat ors (questions, for example). Whethe r i t is exactly

the r i ght criterion for this purpose need not concern us here; it does

not seem too weak, and i f it is too strong it will never theless

s impl ify the discussion i n a useful way.

q does not have to be a singular sentence. In this respect the

term ' single-case probabi lity ' i s a l ittle misleading. Roughly speaking

a ' single case ' here is anything which could form the basis of a bet.

This includes the truth of general propositions. (The fact that it

would be impossible t o set t le a be t on certain types of generalisation

i s not relevant her e ; many singular bets are a lso undecidable, f or

various r e asons . In any case, the truthconditionality of the more

unver i f iable kinds of generalisation i s in doubt .) Thus 'I t is likely

that all galaxies contain intelligent l ife' meets the criterion (s ub-

ject t o the truthconditionality requirement) ; but ' All galaxies prob-

ably conta in intell igent life ', where ' pr obabl y' occurs wi t hin the

scope of t he universal quantif i er , does not.

As this example illus tra t e s , ordinary usage often does not make
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a distinction between a pair of sentences , onl y one o f which is

actually of the form Pq. ' Al l galaxie s probabl y contain i ntelligent

life' would usually have the s ame sense as ' I t is probable tha t a ll

ga l axi es contain intelligent life'. It will be safe t o i gnore such

cases , s o long a s it is not a theory- dependent matter which s uch pairs

are equivalent . I shall a ssume that ge ne r a l ag reement between compe t ent

speakers is en ough t o ensure that this i s so . We may thus assume, i n

e f f ect , t hat everything which can be paraphrased in t he f orm Pq , has

been .

I t does not s eem possible to precisely define the notion o f a

probabilistic sentent i a l oper ator . However , gi ven speake r a greement as

to which sentential oper a tor s are equiva lent , it would i n princip le be

po s s i b l e t o investigat e utterances of the f orm Pq equivalence class by

equivalence c l ass - s t ep by step , in other words, at each s tage looki ng

at j us t those utterance s whose sentential operator i s equivalent

to some given operator. Since we have t o ass ume speaker agreement a t

other points, it would cos t us l ittle to fal l back on this technique .

But it i s far s impler to assume that i t i s reasonably clear t o al l part ies

whether a given oper a t or is probabilistic , and hence to deal with al l

such operators in one go .

I shall call an ut t er an ce (sent ence) of the form Pq - where P

and q are as defined above - an SP utterance (sent ence); and a cont ext

in which such an ut ter ance is used an SP con t ex t .

The fact that the c l ass of SP utterances is o f more than syn t act ­

ical s i gn i f icance i s in one sense a consequence o f the as sumption that

if Plq is an SP sentence and P2 is a sententi a l oper ator eq uivalent t o ,

or interchangeable with , Pi' then P2q i s also an SP s entence . This

assumption has the effect of i ncludi ng in the class of SP sen t ence s a l l

merely syntactical vari ant s of any gi ven SP sentence . (The not ion of

equi va l ence here , whi ch we have assumed to be backed by speaker agree-
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ment, is a non-syntactical one.) However , i t doesn 't follow that the

class of SF sentences is homogeneous with respect to whatever gives i t

non-syntactical s ignificance. The class might contain very distinct

sub-classes , with the members of different s uch sub-classes having

little in common . Because such sub-classes could be investigated

i ndi vi dually i t would not be disastrous i f this were so , but I shal l

a s sume i t is not. More precisely , I shall assume that general agree­

ment as to which operators are probabilistic (which agreement we have

a l ready assumed) marks the presence of a non-syntactical f e a t ure common

to a l l SP ut t e r ances .

The case for regarding SP ut t er ances as central to single-case

probabi l ity i s as fo l lows : the application of probabi l ity and r e l a t ed

notions occurs i n contexts in which an agent i s uncer tain whethe r some

state of affairs holds - whether some proposition q is true, let us

say; and in which he believes i t is r elevant t o his interests whether

i t i s the case t ha t q. In s uch a context an agent will generally

express interest in whether ' i t i s probable that q '. His assessment

of his position will depend on to which SP utterances i nvol ving q he

is prepared to assent . If he takes q to be r elevant to his choice of a

course of action , then his behaviour wi ll also depend on which such SP

utterances he i s prepared to make, or assent to. If for example he i s

prepa r ed to say , 'I t i s pr obable that q ' , and has t o decide whe t he r to

act in a way which will be as much to hi s advantage if q is true as it

wi l l be to his disadvantage i f q is false , then he would normally

act in the manner in question. There is no other c lass of utterances

in which 'pr obabl e' and related terms occur which is so closely

linked to the appl ication of the notion of probability . An SP ut t er­

ance seems the direct expression of the judgement which precedes an

application of this kind.

I shall assume t ha t an argument a long these lines is acceptable
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that there is at l east a de fac to agreement that SP utter ances f orm

a class of central i mportance to t he understanding of this notion.

(Note that thi s assumption does not entail that a ll approaches agree

that the sentent i al operator form best r epr e s ent s the syntax of

these ut t erances . We have seen that some such utterances , at l eas t,

can be paraphrased i n other f orms , one of which might be held to be

more basic , in some sense , than the operator form. However , the

assumpt ion of speake r agreement as to which paraphrases are

acceptable a l lows us t o discuss one f orm on ly - and the operator form.

is at l eas t convenient . )

It follows that wi t h r e spec t to the class of SP ut t e r an ces ,

questions 1 .1 - 1 .4 constitute a central problem for an account of

s ingle-case probability. It will be convenient to be able t o r e f er

di rectly t o this particul a r instance of these questions . Thus :

1.5 What i s the distinguishing non-syntactical characteristic of

an SP utterance, in virtue of which such utterances form a

significant sub-class o f the c lass of all (English) utterances?

1.6 What i s the characteristic feature of the s tate of mind of a

speaker who makes an SP ut t er ance ?

1.7 With what characterist ic behaviour or behavioural disposition

i s the state of mind i denti fied in 1.6 associated , other than

wi th (a disposition to make) SP ut terances?

1.8 Wha t is the nature o f the connection between the state of mind

i dentified i n 1. 6 and on the one hand , the making of an SP

ut terance , an d on the other, the behaviour (o r behavioural

disposition) ident ified i n 1 .7?

To ask these f our quest ions is to ask for a description of the key

lingui s tic, mental and (non-linguistic) behavioural components of an
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SP context, and of the connections between these compone nts . I shal l

therefore cal l 1 .5 - 1.8 the descriptive aspect of the problem of

single-case probabil ities .

I am going to argue that most existing accounts of single-case

probabi lity have considerable trouble i n meeting t hi s descriptive

requirement (though trouble of a kind which tends t o be over looked).

The purpose of the above deve lopment has been not only to exhibit a n

aspect of the task of these accounts in such a way as to enable this

difficul ty to be made apparent; but a lso t o show that it will be

difficult to defend such accounts on the grounds that the supposed

problem is formulated i n terms that they need not accept . The descr ip­

t ive aspect of the problem of the single case seems strongly theory­

neutral.

A second important component of the problem of single-case

probabi liti es i s the justificationa1 (or explanatory ) aspect. It i s

one t hing t o des cr ibe the mental and behavioural f eatures of a typical

SP context; anot he r to justify , or explain , the fact that we have such

mental states and behave i n such a wa y (in a particular such context ,

or in general ) . For example , if i n answer to 1.6 i t is sai d that a

particul ar kind of bel ief gives ris e to our behaviour , both linguis tic

and non-linguistic , in an SF context, then a central component of the

justificational problem will be the question: how do we come to hold

belie f s of this kind , and with wha t sort of jus t i f i cati on? The r equ­

i red j ustification may be more or l e s s gener a l : a j ustif i cation of t he

practice of adopting such beliefs in certain circumstances , or of an

individual such adopt ion. Our main interest in these j us t ifi cat i onal

quest ions here wi ll be in showing that the views we are criticising

are not significantly better ab le to provIde answers than t he alter­

na t ive account which we support.
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As 1.1 - 1. 4 indicate, the pattern of a unified description

of the lingui st i c , mental and non -linguistic behavioural aspects of

a t ype of context which has initially been characterised in terms of

its linguis t i c component, i s by no means confined to t he SP case . A

commonplace example is the simple model of assertion , belief and

resulting action. In this case 1.1 - 1.4 are taken to have answers

a long the f o l l owing l ines:

1.9 The distinguishing non -syntactical characteristic o f a member

of the relevant class of utterances i s that it is an assertion.

1.10 The state of mind characteristically associated with the

assertion that g is the full belief that g - of which the

ut terance 'q' (or ' I t is the case that g'l is a r es ult , i n some

sense , in appropriate c ircumstances.

1. 11 The behaviour characteristically associated with the assertion

that g i s whatever t he speaker believes will be i n his best

interests , i f it i s the case that q (or whatever will be i n his

best interests i f it is the case that q, if it can be assumed

he is not mistaken about this).

1.12 A full belief that q is associated wi t h such behaviour because

such a belief is - inter alia, perhaps - a disposition to

behave in this way. Such a mental state gives rise to the

assertion that q i n virtue of a habit the speaker has acquired

in l earning the l anguage; he has learnt to say that q when he

believes that q, and when the circumstances are in other ways

appropr iate.

I n so far as we shall make use of this model , I think it will be

best to ignore i t s deficiencies , on the grounds t ha t since we are

concerned with the special problems i n understanding SP contexts , t he

simplest po l icy i s t o try t o avoid more general problems. But it will
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be useful to mention one i dea l i s a t i on on which the model r es t s : the

notion of a full belief . No one is ever so confident of the truth o f

a proposition as to act as if i t were true, no matter how severe the

consequences of being wrong . 50 no one ever possesses the behavioural

disposition which the model associates with a ful l belief . Unless i t

can be i dentif i ed in some othe r way, there i s str ictly no such

mental stat e.

However , there do seem t o be ment al s t a tes s uch that f aced

wi t h an or dina r y r ange o f cho ices and consequences , a person will

always act as though a given proposition were t rue . We can call s uch

a menta l state an effect ively f ull belief. Where precision is impor t ­

ant (and sometimes a s a r eminder) I shall use this term, but other­

wise I shall continue to r efer to ' f ul l beliefs '. Note that since

a person 's range of choices and consequences may vary f rom one

context t o another (in which the t ruth of a given proposition is

relevan t) , a belief whi ch i s effectively f ull in one context may not

be so in anot he r .

We sha ll see that ot he r than s imp ly by way o f analogy , there

ar e two quite dis t i nc t way s i n which the mode l of 1 . 9 - 1 .12 may be

held t o r ela t e t o answers t o 1 . 5 - 1.8. It may be said either that

1 . 5 - 1 .8 concern a special case of the assertion model , or that the

l a tter model is itself a speci al or limit ing case of a model answering

1. 5 - 1.8. Either view might hope to satisfy what we may call the

limi t i n g case constraint on 1 .5 - 1 .8: the r ecogni t i on that towards

the l imit i ng cases of very high and very low probabi liti es, 5P

contexts somehow merge into , or approximate t o, some other kind of

context , i n which no mention need be made of probability . I t is diff ­

i cult t o be pr ec i s e about the na t ure of t his cons t r a int . Its theor y­

neutral basis , even more than that of the desc r iptive aspect i t s elf ,

is an obser vation about or dinary l an guage : in particular, t ha t



ordinary speaker s tend to drop talk of probability altogether, in

preference t o us ing expressions i nvol ving extreme probabi l i t ies . An

account; o f the single case should pr esumabl y admit some expl anation

o f this fact ; but there s eems t o be cons i de r able scope f or different

kinds of explanat i on.

In summary , I have argued that one of the tasks of an account

of singl e-case probability i s to answer questions 1 . 5 - 1 .8. The

theoret ical presuppositions on whi ch the se questions depend seem to

be sufficiently general , and sufficiently remote from the notion o f

probability itself , t o be acceptable to all actual accolUlts of the

s ingl e-cas e . This impre ssion is s upported by the observation tha t

the pattern of description r equir ed by 1. 5 - 1.8 is well-recognised

elsewhere, for example wi th respec t to the noti on o f as sertion.
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2 . TRUXHCONDITIONAL S OLUTIONS, AND THE NEED FOR RATIONALITY .

How do existing accounts of probability answer questions 1 .5 -

1.8? With respect to 1.5 , there are certainly i mpor t ant differences

among t he popular theories; but in one very significant way, most

1accounts ag ree. I t i s held , in effect, that SP utterances should be

characte r ised as a particular kind of assertion , to be distinguished

from other as ser t ions by their subject-matter - by the fact that they

are assertions about pr obabi l i t i e s . The differences come in attempting

to explain what i t is to say something 'about probabilities '. Differ ent

can di da t e s are offered as the central feature of the semantics of this

agreed class of utterances - as what p rovi des their truth conditions,

as it is s aid.

In this chapter I want to outl ine the main s uc h truthconditional

accounts , as they apply to 1.5 - 1. 8 . I want to exhibi t a problem which

they a l l share ; and t o s how how in attempting t o sol ve it , most such

accounts rely on a not i on of rational it y , in one way or another. Later

on I shall argue that this dependenc e on such a not ion is a major

weakness of the accounts concerned .

The f i rst task i s t o distinguish the main forms of the truth-

conditional view . I t wi l l be useful to do so in thr ee main groups . (The

ove r l aps to which this gives ris e are an indication of the t endency for

accounts of probabi lity to r each t he s ame conclusion f rom different

po int s of view. )

The members of the first group have in common a notion o f ob j ec t -

ive chance . The common cl aim i s thus that i n certain situations all

physically possible outcomes have such chance s . The sent ence , ' I t is

probable that q', for exampl e , i s true i f and only if the obj ect i ve

chance of an outcome s uch that q, is significantly greater than the
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chance of an outcome such that not q. variants of this view depend

on different interpretations of the notion of objective chance. Thus:

2.1 The hypothetical limiting frequency variant: the objective chance

that q is what the relative frequency of outcomes such that q in

the class of all outcomes would tend towards as a limit, if the

given situation were to be repeated indefinitely.

2.2 The tendency version of the propensity view: the objective chance

that q is a measure of the strength of the tendency for an outcome

such that q to occur in the given situation.

2.3 The range variant: the objective chance that q is a measure of the

number of outcomes such that q in the class of all equiprobable

possible outcomes of the existing situation.

2.4 The objectively reasonable degree of partial belief v iew: the

objective chance that q is the unique degree of partial belief in

the occurrence of an outcome such that q whi ch i s made reasonable

by the existing state of affairs.

The second major group of t ruthconditional accounts have in common

the view that SP utterances are assertions about certain partial beliefs.

Assuming there is no relevant dispute about what a partial belief is,

variants of this approach differ with respect to which such beliefs,

actual or hypothetical, provide the required t ruth conditions . The

simplest position is the most subjective:

2 .5 The actual partial belief view: an SP utterance is an assertion

about the speakerls own state of mind - lIt is probable that q',

for example, means the same as II have a strong partial belief

that q'.

A standard objection to 2.5 is that nobody ls actual degrees of

partial belief satisfy the probability calculus. The equally standard
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reply i s tha t the calculus f ormali s es an ideal way of a r ranging one 's

2partial beli e f s , so as to achieve what is called coherence. Roughly

speaking this amounts to en s uring that one I s degrees of partial bel i e f

are not s uch as to lead to certain l os s against a sufficiently clever

be t ting opponent (on t he assumption that bet ting quotients are chos en

in accordance wi t h one's partial beliefs)3 . The probabi lity ca lcul us is

s a i d to be an axiomatic desc r iption of the constraints on degr ees o f

belief which follow from this r equi r ement . Nevertheles s , on this vi ew an

SP utterance refers not to some ideal bel i e f , but on ly to the act ual

belief of the speaker .

The following vi ew is different in this r espec t, and in the na t ure

of what i s held t o be the primary i deal :

2.6 The ra t i onal belief view : ' I t is probable that q l means the s ame as

' Gi ven t he existing evi dence , a r ati onal agent would have a s trong

partial belie f t hat q '.

To i l lus t r ate the difference bet ween coherence and what i s i nvolved i n

2.6 , suppose I beli eve that all past A' s have been S's, and have no

reason to think that the next A will be different. In t he sens e intended

by 2 .6 it would be irrationa l of me to bel ieve that the next A will not

be a S, but i t would not be i ncoherent.

2. 6 admit s several vari ants , depending on an ambiguity in the

notion of e xi s t ing evi dence . The 1l'IOre important r eadings are as f ol l ows :

2. 6 .1 ' The evidence of whi ch I am actually awar e ,... .
.2 'The evidenc e r eas onably accessible to me ,.. . .
. 3 'The evidence in pr i nc iple accessible t o me ,... .

•• 'The objective present s t a te of affairs ,. .. .
.5 'The t otal state of affair s , past present and f uture

There are further possible disti nc t i ons and e l abor a t ions _ We can per hap s
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ignore 2.6.5 , the ' God' s eye view ' alternative , but 2.6.1 - 4 all give

distinct and non -trivial interpretations of 2.6. Note tha t some of these

interpretations - particularly 2 .6.1 and 2 . 6 . 4 - offe r plausible readings

of 2.4, whi ch is a lso ambiguous, though not as much so as 2 . 6 .

The third ma10r approach t o truthconditions for SP s ent ences i s

based on the notion of a prObabil i t y relation , so that SP utterances a r e

literal l y assertions that a cer tain r ela t i on ho l ds be tween certain

en t i t i es . Variants depend on different accounts o f t his rela tion (and

to some extent of the entit ies be tween whi ch it i s said to hold). Thus: '

2. 7 The logical version : the r e l a t i on in question holds between a set

of proposit i ons (or, given sufficiently strong conj rmction , a

single proposition) on the one hand, and a s i ngl e propositi on on

the other. It is a generalisation of the r elat i on of l ogical

consequence , holding in any particular case at some s trength s

between 0 and 1. (Al t erna t i vel y strength can be made the third term

of a standard t r i adic r ela t i on) .

2 . 8 The rational r e l ati on version: here the r elation holds between the

s ame kinds o f ent i t i es as i n 2 . 7, but is t o be unde r s t ood as

'A f ull belief i n a ll t he propositions . . • makes r eas onable a

partial belief of degree • • . that •. . ' .

I f we denote the assertion that some s uch probability relation

holds with strength s between a s e t of propositi ons Q and the proposition

p by ' R (O, p , s ) ", then for any gi ven s the truth of R(Q,p ,s) depends on

both Q and p. Yet for any given probabilistic operator P , the truth of an

SP sentence pp seems to depend only on p - in any given context , at any

r a t e . How then can a s ent ence of the f orm R(Q,p, s) pr ovide the trutb­

condi t ions of an SP utterance?

The s tandard solution i s t o take an SP utterance to make an

implicit r e feren ce to the existing evidence. Thus l It is probable t ha t q '
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is s a i d t o be conventionally elliptical for so methi ng like ' For some

high 5 , i f 0 is a se t of pr opo s i tions describing the existing evidence

then R (O,q,s) I . A consequen ce is that 2 .7 and 2 . 8 have the same. ki nds

of sub-interpretations as 2 . 6 , in vi rtue of the ambiguity o f the notion

of existing evidence. With this addition 2.8 i s in any case essen t i a l l y

the same accoun t; as 2. 6 of the truth condi t i ons of an SP utterance.

4
Although it doesn 't do j us t i ce to individual acconnts, I think thi s

summary does exhibit quit e accurately the main strategies for a t r uth-

conditional approach t o 1 .S . The major gr oup ings r e f l ect three of the

most dominant beliefs about pr obability: that it i s s omehow objective,

that it i s connected with degrees of confidence , or partial belief s , and

that it is in some sense r e l a t i ona l. As we s a id earlier, a t endency for

these different intuit i ons to lead to the s ame conclusions i s revealed in

the overlaps - in the s imi l ari ty between 2.4 , 2 . 6 and 2.8 .

I t might seem there should be a grouping cor responding to the

intuition that probabi lity i s related to frequency. But except in the

form of 2.1, f requency accounts do not in themselves offe r an interpret -

ation o f single-case pr obabi l i t y utterances. It i s true that s uch

acconnts are usual ly accompanied by an account of the s i ngl e case, but

if this is to be truthconditional i t must apparently fall into one of the

groupings we have described.

ASSUID.ing a truthconditional answer to loS, let us now consider 1.6.

The c l aim tha t an SP utterance i s an assertion permits the correspondi ng

cho ice of (e f f ec t ivel y ) full belief as the category o f mental s t a t e

required by 1 .6. Just as SP assertions are said to be distinguished from

others in virt ue of their subject-matter, these SP ful l beliefs will

differ f rom other full beliefs i n that t hey are about single- case probab-

i l iti es (or in ot her words , about whatever provides the truth condi t ions
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of SP sentences). Let us call this

2.9 The ful l belief option for 1.6.

Each of the truthconditional accounts 2 .1 - 2.8 has a corresponding

e l abor a t i on of 2.9, describing t he cha r ac ter i s t ic content of a n SP full

belief. But i s there any alternative to 2 .9 itself? It seems not, for if

SP utterances are a particular kind o f assertion - as a trutbconditional

account holds - then 2.9 follows directly from the assertion/full belief/

relevant action model of 1.9 - 1.12 . It is difficult to s ee how s uch an

account; can deny that what is stated t o be the case by an SP utterance

can be bel ieved in the way associated with any other assertion (and

usually is so believed, by a person making s uch an utt erance).

Gi ve n 2.9, however, what are we t o make of the references to

partial bel i ef by many of the accounts 2.1 - 2 . 8 - and of the widespread

feeling that someone who says 'It is probable that q', for example,

indicates a certain degree o f confidence that q ? (This f eeling is the

basis of 2 .5, but is not conf i ned to such a s ub jec t i vist viewpoint) .

Moreover we shall see that partial beliefs are very helpful in answering

part of 1 . 8. So there are good reasons f or wanting to include partial

beliefs in the answer given to 1.6 .

There is one way of doing so , f or a truthconditional accorm t : t o

s ay that someone who makes an SP utterance cha r ac ter i s t i ca l ly has both a

corresponding (effectively) full belief (that it i s probable that q ,

e.g. ), and a corresponding pa r t i a l belief (that q). Let us call this

2. 10 The partial belief opt i on f or 1.6.

It will be simplest t o take 2 .9 to exclude 2. 10 - i .e. t o s a y that 2 .9

admits just the full belief, and not the as s ociated partial belief .

I t hi nk we may assume there is no relevant disagreement about
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quest ion 1.7 - about the na t ure of the non - l inguist ic behaviour charact­

eristic of an SP context . For our purposes I think it will be s uf ficient

to cons i de r only bet ting behaviour - which in any case i s usually seen as

the most straightf orward kind o f s i ngl e-ca s e application of a probability

jUdgement S. I f we are unable to give a proper account of betting cas es ,

we are unlikely to be able to dea l with more general ones. And in betting

cases a l l accounts o f s i ngl e - cas e probabilit y seem t o agree on c er t a i n

things: in particular, that if an agent claims 'There i s a probability p

that q ', he will in general (and should , perhaps) choose a betting

quotient p, if given the opportunity t o control the odds, but not the s i ze

of the s t ake or the direction , of a compul sory bet t hat q .

If there i s no disagreement about 1.7, then the only variable in

1.8 i s t he answer a l ready gi ven to 1.6 . I n othe r words, what is involved

in 1.8 for a truthconditional account depends j ust on whether it has

chosen opt i on 2 . 90r 2. 10. Moreover in e i t her ca se such an account wi l l

presumably s ay that an SP utterance i t self charac t e r istica l ly results

from the corresponding full beli ef, in the s ame way that any assertion

does so. So the question is just the connec t ion between the non-

linguistic behavi our (or behavioural dispositions) characteristic of an

SP context and the state of mind i dent ified in 2.9 or 2 .10 .

Here 2 .10 has a distinct advant age . A partial belief can be taken

to be, roughly speaking (and inter alia , perhaps) , a disposition t o a

cer tain characteris tic f orm of behaviour . The betting behavi our we have

mentioned will then be a s triking (if somewhat artificial) display o f

this disposition . In general the disposit i on wil l be displayed by a

person 's ac t i ng in the way that someone would who assigned expec tations

t o his possible actions by means of a cer t ain calculation involving his

degrees of belief and perceived utilities , and chose the course of action

with the highest expect a t ion6• The disposit ion associated with a full
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belief - described in 1.11 - is a speci a l case of this one . Notice that

the use of partial beliefs and the notion of coherence to provide a

subjectivist interpretation o f the probability calculus, depends on the

l ink between such beliefs and a dispos ition to certain betting behaviour

being as c lose as this. I f it can't be taken f or granted that people will

bet in accordance with their partial beliefs , then it can 't be claimed

tha t someone with incoherent partia l beliefs will acc ept the bets

r equired for a Dutch book .

Thus partial belie f s give 2. 10 an answer to 1.8 which i s directly

analogous t o the cor responding part of 1 .11 (which i t general ises, in

fact) . I n contrast the f ull belief option, 2.9 , has an awkward problem

at this point. Why s hould the belief that it is probable that q, say,

give ris e to j ust s uch-and-such a betting behaviour with r espect to

whether q - in addition, note, to the kind of behaviour a ssociated with

any full bel i ef , with respect to whether i t is probable that q? What is

it about t he s ubject - mat t e r o f thes e particular f ul l beliefs that ensures

this par ticular pattern of behaviour?

Although 2 .10 avoids this difficulty in answering 1 .8 , essent i a l ly

the s ame probl em r e-emerges at anot her l evel ; f or why should t he ful l

belief f rom whi ch an SP utteranc e r esults be accompanied by the

'corr esponding ' parti al bel ief? Why s hould s omeone who believes that it

is pr obable that q also have a s trong partial bel ief that q?

Thus the advantage of partial beliefs he r e is short-lived - which

is perhaps not surprising , given that they have been characterised in

terms of t heir behavioural consequences. The problem can be sta t ed

entirely in behavioural t e rms, as concerning the connection between two

different kinds o f disposition. For convenience I s ha l l us ua lly ass ume

2.10 and henc e t ake the prob l em t o concern t he connection between two

l evels of belief, truthcondit ional accounts are not t hereby disadvan t ­

aged . Such an account thus seems bound t o say tha t a person who holds a
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full SP bel ief wil l (usually , a t the very l east ) also hold a cor r es­

pondi ng partial belief. The l ink problem , as I shal l call it, is to

explain why this is s o .

At this po i n t a natural suggestion is that the two belief s are

r ea lly t he s ame mental state , which happens t o have t wo different char ­

acterisations . But the t r oubl e i s, for a truthcandit ional ac co unt, that

it is not clear why these characterisations should not apply to different

entities (and why, if so , such entities should occur together). Such an

account takes the full beli ef that it is p robable that q to be an

i nstance of the gener a l notion of a f ull beli ef, and so needs only an

account o f the truth condit ions of 'It i s probable that q ' to compl et e a

cha r ac t er isa t i on o f this mental entity - relying on a s tandard account

o f the general fea tures of a f ul l be lief. There i s thus no evi dent need

to r efe r t o the co r responding str ong partial belief that q , and hence no

obvi ous r eason to regard it as really the s ame mental ent i ty a s the f ul l

belief. The pr oblem i s compounded i f a t rut hcondi t i onal account takes t he

l i ne that a pers on 's belief that i t i s probable that q explains his high

degree of confidence that q - t he presence of a mental s t a t e cannot

explain i tself; but the source o f the problem is not the t endency of s uch

accounts to t ake this line .

It thus seems that a s ol ution to the l ink problem will need to

r ely on some feature of the truth conditions assigned to SP sentences ,

and we might expect the different accounts 2.1 - 2.8 to propose diff erent

sol ut i ons , some mor e satisfactory than ot hers .

The s ub jectivist option , 2 . S , seems t o have the simpl est solution .

I f lIt i s probable that q ' means the same as 'I have a strong partial

belief that q ' (or ' I am conf i dent that g') , then t o believe that it i s

probable that q i s j us t to be lieve oneself t o have a str ong par t i a l

belief t hat q. 50 if it i s i mpo ss ibl e to be wrong about one 's own
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beliefs - given that one asks oneself wha t they are , in a par ticular

cas e - then i t is impos sibl e to have the f ul l belief without the corres­

ponding pa r t ial one. Perhaps for many of our partial beliefs we don 't

have t he associa ted full belief (because the question whether we have

the parti a l bel ief has ne ver occurred to us) but t his doesn ' t mat ter ­

the converse implication is the impor tant one .

The claim that i t is impo s sible to hold mist aken beliefs about

one ' s own present s tate of belief need not necessarily r e s t on a

pr i nciple of infal l ibl e i ntros pection . I t i s enough t ha t if we do ever

misjudge one of our exist ing beli efs, f rom that t ime on our newly

acquired second- level belief its e l f l eads us to hold the matching f irst­

leve l bel ief , and t he r efore - unconsciously - to abandon our prev ious

par t ial belief .

I do not want t o discuss this proposal here , however . I t seems to

me that (in this t ruthconditional form) subjectivism is refuted on other

gr ounds , and is the least plausible of the options 2 . 1 - 2 .8. I shal l

mention some of t he objections in later chapters.

I shal l cal l opt ions 2.4 , 2.6 and 2.8, whi ch refer to ' rat ional '

(or 'rea sonable' ) degrees o f parti a l belief , the r ational per s ona l i st

accounts. Such theor ies have an approach to the link problem which is

s imilar to t hat o f t he s ubject ivists. The details depend to some extent

on wh i ch of the s ub-interpretations arising f r om t he ambiguity of the

not ion of exi sting evi dence i s involved.

Thus under 2.6 .1 , t o believe that it i s probable that q, is t o

believe that the evi de nce of whi ch one is actually aware makes r ea sonable

a strong partial belief t hat q. So i f (i ) I believe it i s probable thatq,

and (i i) whenever I believe that the evidence of which I am awar e makes

r eas onable a certain be lie f I actually ho l d that belief , then

it follows that (iii) I have a s t rong partial belief that q.
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I think the best a rgument for (ii) is roughly as follows. I f I

were r egularly to cla im to believe that my evidence made r easonable a

certain beli e f , and yet that I didn't hold that be lief , it would appear

that eithe r I was simply lying about my bel iefs, or I was misusing the

t erm ' r easonable '. There i s some l atitude : i n a particular case I might

be claiming that some str ictly empirical evidence supports a certain

beli e f, which is at odds with my int ui t i ve judgement ; then i t is simply

the f act that I have not made r ef erence to my t ot al evi denc e (including

my int uiti ons ) whi ch allows an apparent violation o f (i i ) . Or by 'i s

made reasonable ' I might int end ' i s prescr ibed by the accepted theory I ,

or s omething simi lar; indica ting that I think accepted t heory is in er r or

in this case. But in general i f I use the term 'reas onabl e ' at all wi th

r espect t o beli efs , it is a condi t i on o f my being taken to be doing so i n

t he accept ed sense tha t I ac t ua l l y ho ld the be liefs I c laim to be r ea son­

able.

The same kind of argument is available to r a t i ona l personalist

account s which r e s t on s t r onge r interpretations than 2. 6.1 does of the

notion o f exis t ing evidence . The principle (i i ) needs t o be reformulated,

but i s j us t ifiabl e much as be fore. I ndeed (i i ) itself is a lmos t suffic­

ient , because s ince the move f rom 2 . 6 . 1 to 2 .6 . 5 involves s t eadi l y

increasing bodies of evidence, it would be odd for someone who believes

say ' The evidence in principle accessible to me makes reasonable a strong

partial beli ef tha t q' - i .e. the interpre t ation of ' I t is probable

that q ' under 2 . 6 . 3 - not to also believe t he interpr etation under 2 . 6 .2

and 2. 6 . 1.

Thus in virtue of their account of the t r uth condition s of SP

ut t e r ances, rational personalists seem to have plenty of material with

whi ch to attempt a solution t o the l i nk problem. No doubt there are

difficulties f or the proposed s olution . but I don't want to di scuss them

her e (X am not trying to defend r ationa l per s ona l i sm, and I think it can
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be attacked more e ffectively a t other points) .

I shal l call the r emaining options from 2.1 - 2.8 - i.e . 2.1, 2.2 .

2.3 and 2.7 - the ob j ect i v i s t accounts of s ingl e - ca s e probability . Her e.

and from now on , the term ' ob j ectivi s t' simply marks the fac t that t hes e

accoun t s are not personalist, i n r efe r r ing to beli efs .

How i s an ob jec t ivis t to approach t he link problem? One s uggestion

might be that it i s somehow inconsistent t o have a ful l SP belief,

understood in ob ject i vis t terms , but not t he co r r esponding partial

belief. We have seen that given cer tain assumptions . bo th s ubjectivis t s

and rat iona l personalists have an argument on t hese lines. But let us

take the hypothe tical limi t ing frequ ency opt i on , 2 .1 , as an example : then

to be l ieve f ully that it is hi ghly p robable that q , is to believe that if

the pr esent situation were to be repeated indefinitely, the limiting

r elati ve frequency of out comes such that q would be close to 1 . A person

who holds t his belief, but also believes t hat on t his occasion the

outcome will not be s uch that q , i s not being i nconsistent. Moreover i t

does not seem that a pers on who profes sed s uc h beliefs would thereby

indicate a lack of grasp of t he noti on o f limiting r elative frequency

(as seemed t o be the case with r es pec t to the notion of r ationality i n

the rational persona list case) .

The position is much the s ame f or objectivist accounts othe r than

2.1. With its gener alisat ion of the notion o f l ogical consequence 2 .7

might seem to be a special case , i n that it wi ll have available an

accompanying generalisat ion of the relation o f i nconsistency. However ,

since even a highly probable outcome need no t occur . pairs of propos­

i tions which are incons i stent in t his ge ne r a l ised sense need not have

f alse conj unct ions. Even if it i s a strong (but not deduc t ive l consequ­

ence of the pre s en t state of affair s that the outcome o f t he existi ng

sit ua tion will be s uc h that q , it may neverthel ess be true that the
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outcome will be such that not-q. So the fact that a pair of beliefs is

inconsistent simply in this generalised sense, doesn't seem in itself a

reason why we shouldn't believe both. It might be objected that the usual

notion of inconsistency doesn't in itself provide such a reason, either.

But at least here we have an idea how an account might go, in terms of

the disutility of false beliefs, for example . And whatever the problems

with the details of such a justification for logical constraints on

belief, there are further problems with the extension to probabilistic

constraints . It is these further problems we are concerned with here. It

seems that 2.7 is not significantly better equipped to deal with these

problems than other objectivist accounts. A generalised notion of logical

consequence is not in itself an aid to a solution of the link problem in

terms of a consistency requirement, in the usual sense of •consistency'

even in the indirect way in which such a solution seemed possible for

subjectivist and rational personalist accounts.

So an objectivist must take another line. I think there are two

possible approaches. One - the most popular, I think, in so far as

existing such accounts consider the link problem - is to say that it

would be irrational of someone who had the full belief that it is

probable that q, not to also have a strong partial belief that q; and

that most of us are rational in this respect, which explains the fact

that we generally do have the partial belief whenever we have the corres­

ponding full one. I shall consider this approach in more detail below.

The alternative, I think, is to claim that the reason people generally

associate this pair of beliefs, holding the partial one whenever they

hold the full one, is that they have acquired the habit of doing so, in

learning to speak the language. I shall ignore this approach for the

moment, but return to it in Chapter 4 (where I shall argue that it leaves

little content to the claim that SP utterances are truthconditional) .
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We are now in a position t o see t he cent r a l importance of a notion

of r ationality t o most truthcondit i onal accounts of SP utter ance. Let us

recap a little . In Chapt er 1 we charact erised an a spect o f the task of

an account; of single-case probability, as to answer questi ons 1.5 - 1. 8 .

In this chapter we began by outlining different approaches t o 1.5, which

had in common the assumption that SP utterances are a par ticular kind of

asser t ion. We then looked a t 1 .6 - 1.8 , and saw tha t i n virtue o f this

as sumption all these appr oaches f ace a s i mil ar pr obl em, in justifying a

link between two part s of the i r ove r a l l picture. We saw that it i s a t

least a rguable that s ub j ec t i vi s t and rational personalist accounts have

the means t o secure this l ink , but that no cor r es pondi ng move is avail ­

able to the r emai ni ng - objectivist - accounts . We have just suggested

two alternatives, one of which i s based on the claims that the link is

a rational one t o make, and that mos t language-users are rational in

this respect.

Notice that what r es t s on these claims , for an objectivist who

takes this line . is not an a rgument that this l i nk does exist, in

pract ice - t hat people who beli eve (effectively fully ) t hat i t i s

probable that q a l so"have s trong part i a l be l i efs that q . Thi s much can be

es t abl i s hed empiric~lly (or so an ob jectivist should claim) . I t is

rather an explanation of this fact . An objectivist 's position i s like

that of a zoologist who has noticed that all animals with heart s also

have kidneys; the need i s for an explanation of this r egularity.

Rational personalists make a different use of the notion of ration­

ality. In this case t he truth conditions offered for SP assertions

explicitly mention r ati onal behaviour - an SP assertion is s a i d t o be

about the degree of partial be l i e f i t is reasonable to adopt, given the

existing evidence. The fact t hat r a t i ona l i t y ent ers s uch an account at

s uch an ear ly po i nt means t hat the r a t i ona l i t y o f ordinary language- users

does not have to be separately assumed - or so it seems.
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These uses o f r a t i onal i t y should both be distinguished from another

role the notion plays in accounts of single-case probability, in what we

called (p .I :8) the justificational aspect of the problem of the single

case. Thus whereas the above uses concern the use (for the objectivists)

and the con ten t (for the rational personalists) of an SP full belief , the

justif icationa l aspect looks a t the r ati onal i t y of the adoption of s uch a

belief in the f irs t p lace - a t the question , for example , as to why ,

gi ven ce r t a i n beliefs about s omething other than the probability of q,

we shoul d inf er that it i s probabl e that q.

Although the s e three uses o f r ationality a r e distinct , t he l ast one

is closely rel a t ed to each of the other two, in vi r t ue of t he f act that

obj ect i vists and r at i onal personalists wil l both need to consider the

justificational aspect of the problem of the single case . For an object­

ivist the connection takes the form of the condition that the compound

inference from certain evidential beliefs , to an SP full belief , and

hence to t he corresponding parti a l bel ief , s hould be r ea s onable as a

whole. If we call the central f ea t ur e of an objectivist's truth condit­

i ons for an SP sentence an obj ecti ve chance (Le. modi f y i ng s light ly the

usage of 2. 1 - 2 .8 , so that 2 .4 i s not an ob ject i ve chance account , but

2.7 i s ) , then the argument i s as follows : the objectivist wants t o clai m

bo th that (i) if there are such objective chances, then the downward

inference (from the f ull SP bel ief to the as sociated partia l belief) is a

r a t i ona l one; and that (ii) if there are such chances then the upward

inference (from evidential beli e f s to the full SP belief) is also a

r ati onal one. (1) and (ii) pres umabl y entail that (iii) if there are such

chances then the combined i nference from evidentia l bel i e f s t o the

relevant partial beli ef i s l i kewis e a r eas onable one (s ince it amount s t o

t aking two r easonable s t eps i n s uccession). So if the combi ned i nfe rence

is unreasonable, there a re no such chances - or so t he object i vis t must

c l aim. Hen ce the objectivist wil l r egard the upwar d and downward infer -
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ences as rela t ed by the condition t ha t their compos i t ion i t s e l f be a

r ea sonable inference (in whatever sense they themselves are held t o be

so).

There is an analogy here to scientific theories. To take a simple

example, s uppose that on some observat ional basis OB we accept a theor et­

ica l descrip t i on DS o f the structure of a certain subst ance, and are

hence able to deduce that t his s ubstance will burn wi th a yel low f l ame

(YF) - all this i n terms of some atomic t heory AT, and such that YF is

not part of OB. Then t he bel i e f that the given s ubs t ance has s t r uc t ure DS

seems closely analogous to the ob jecti vist 's ful l SP bel ief , and AT to

the theory that t here are obj ective chances. I n this case we may argue

that ( i ') if AT is true then a beli e f in DS just i f ies a belief that YF;

that (ii ') i f AT is true then a belief that 08 j ust i f ies a belief that

OS; and hence that (iii') if AT is true then a belief that OS j us t i fies

a .bel ief that YF . So i f the combined inference t urns out t o be nn j ust­

i f ied, AT i s fa l s e .

However , this analogy does no t seem to help an objectivist to

clari f y the sense in whi ch his downward i n f erenc e can be shown t o be

rational, or justi f i ed. In the scienti f ic cas e it is the f act t ha t within

AT , YF is a l ogical consequence of DS, whi ch gives us (i '). Becaus e its

consequent is a partial bel i e f (whose cor rectness depends on i ts

strength , as well its content ) , the objectivist's downward inference

cannot be straightforwardly deductive; and nor does it seem to be given

by an indi rect consistency r equirement (in the way in which subjectivists

and rational personalists seemed to be able to secure their downward

i nferen ces) . So although the scientific example closely matches the

s t ruct ure o f the object i vis t model, the nature o f the ke y downward

infer ence i s very signi f icantly dif f erent .

For a r ational persona l ist , t he upward i nf erence passes f rom a set

of evi dent ial bel iefs (ES , say) to the belief that the existing evidence
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makes r easonable a certain degree of partia l belief in a certain prop­

osition . The bel iefs EB concern evidence of which a person who makes such

an inference t ake s himself to be aware , but we have seen that under most

of i ts possible interpret ations the term ' exi sti ng evidence ' has a wider

r e f e r ence . However since a person who takes himself to be justified in

beli eving that t he existing evidence in one of the wider senses makes

r ea sonable a certain partial belief , wi l l apparently believe the same

thing with r e spect t o a l l narrower senses , we can concentrate on the

upward r ule f or the narrowest case - i . e . that i n which ' t he existing

evidence ' does have the sense of 'the evidence of which I am aware '.

There is a close connection between this upward r ul e of inference,

and the combined r ule in the objectivis t case; because we may think of

the r ati ona l personalist's r eading of ' It is probable that q' as ' The

best combined r ule , applied to (a true beli e f as to) the exist ing

evidence, l eads to a strong partial bel ief that q '. So given that we hold

evident i a l beliefs EB, the difference between applying the rational

personalist's upwar d r ul e , and applying what we t ake to be the bes t

combined r ule, is that our co nclusion in the forme r case describes our

conclusion in the l a t t er one.

This connection , and difference , can be illustrated i n our scient­

i fic example . The rational personalist 's reading of 'It i s probable

that q' corresponds t o 'The r eas onable thing to i nf er from (a true bel ief

as to) the observational data , is (a bel ief) t hat this s ubstance wi ll

bur n with a yel low f lame t. Essential ly t his describes the result of

applying what we take to be the proper rule of inference , in the circum­

stances . We occasionally use such constructions to distance ourselves

f rom an assertion . 'The evidence shows you are mistaken', we say, r a t her

than 'You are mistaken ' (referr i ng t o t he evi dence, though not describing

i t - that 's another step). But notice how odd it is to say ' The evidence

as a whole i ndi ca t es that you are mistaken, but you are not t , or tThe
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obs erva t iona l data enables us t o infer t hat this s ubs t ance will burn with

a yellow flame; I wonder whether it will?'. Statements like these only

make sense when the evidence referred t o i s thought to be i ncomplete, or

otherwise i n doubt. If not, then they involve the same kind of mistake as

would be made by someone who di sputed the rational personalist's downward

rule of inference .

It might seem that ob j ec t i vi s m and r ational persona l ism corres pond

to realism and instrumentalism, r espectively, in t he traditional disp ute

about the status of s c i ent i f ic theories; but this is not quite right . A

truly instrumental construal of 'It i s p r obabl e that q' would regard i t

not as an assertion, with truth condi t ions , but as s ome sort of move, or

stage, in a procedure of inference. Rational personalism corresponds

i nstead t o what we might ca l l meta-instrumentalism, a view which t ake s

theoretical statements to describe the struc t ure of the prope r sys tem of

i nference from observation t o pr edi c t ion . This view shares with ins trum­

entalism (or strictly with instrumentalism plus a 'this is the best

ins t r ument ' clause) the opinion that the whole dispute i s capt ured i n

the question 'What is the best f orm of inference in this domain?'. In

cont r as t the r ealist admits not only this question (put as 'What is the

best combined rule of inference' ), but also a questi on as t o the nature

of the underlying st a te of affairs , in virtue o f which the f ormer

question has one answer rather than another.

It i s the fact that objectivi s t s admi t a question of the latter

kind which gives rise to their special problem with the notion of

rationality - to their i nterest not only i n showi ng why and i n what

sense their propos ed f orm of downward inferenc e is r ational, but a lso

in assuming that or dinary agents are rational in this r espect, on the

whole . Note that unles s an objectivist can show that any speake r who

uses SP utterances has a grasp of the relevant notion of rationality,

this assumption will r equire the clai m that even speak ers wi thout the
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grasp of s uch a not i on , are rational in making the downward inference .

We have seen that r ational persona l ist s , on t he othe r hand, merely need

to claim t hat speakers learn to be rational in t he process o f l earning

the proper use of the term (or of related terms, s uc h as 'probable'

itself). This advantage i s perhaps offset by the ne ed t o claim that

ordinary users of SP utterances do , in effect at least, have a grasp of

the notion o f a r ational degr ee of parti a l belief; I s hal l r e turn t o

this consequence of r ational personalism in Chapter 3.

The main tasks of this chapter have been firstly t o show how the

assumption that SP s entences are truthconditional leads most ac count s

of single-case pr obabi l i t y to rely on some notion of r ationality, in

order to deal with simply the de scri pt ive aspect of the problem of the

s i ngl e case (i .e. wi th simply 1. S - 1 . 8 ); and secondly to exhibit t he

different forms this r eliance may take. This use of rationality has

often been taken too uncritically, I think, with the e f f ec t of

concea l i ng s ome of the deficiencies of t he accounts conc erned . In the

next two ch apt er s I s ha l l try t o bring these faults to light. At the

same time I s ha l l argue that the truthconditional accounts we have s een

not to r ely on rationality in answering 1 .5 - 1.8 are not satisfactory

alternatives . The latter accounts are the s ub j ect i vis t one , 2. 5 , and

any objectivist account which t akes the second of the two lines we

s ugges t ed (p.2:l3) t owards t he downward i nference - namely that it is a

habit speakers acqui r e in l earning the language associated with SP

contexts. We have not yet discussed this line, but it may seem s imil a r

to the rational personalist's defence of the downward rule . This

impression is quite justified, but we shall see that the similarity

counts more against the rational personalist t han in f avour of the

ob jectivist .
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Notes

1 . This qua l i f ication i s important: few, if a ny, accounts actually see

their ma i n t a sk as to answe r 1.5 - rather they tend to ask ' Wha t i s

(a) probabi lity?', for example. This claim there fore r elie s on the

procedure of consider i ng 1. 5 in the l i ght of what such accounts

do say .

2. See de Finet ti (196 4) , p . Ill, n . (e), for example.

3. For the deta i ls see Me l lor (1971) , Chapter 2, for example.

4 . For the r easons ment ioned in n. 1 above , and i n the bi bliographical

notes below.

5 . And as a c l ose ana logue o f more natural situations ; a s Ramsey says

(1978 , p. 85 ) , ' Whenever we go t o the station we are betting t hat a

t rain wi ll really run, and if we had no t a sufficient degree o f

belief in this we should decline the bet and stay a t home '.

6. The point of t his r oundabout way of putting t hings is t o avoid

claiming that acting on a partial belief i nvolves consciously perf-

orming this ca lculation . The calcula t i on i t s el f fol lows t he formul a

E ""r u . p , where E i s the expecta tion ass igned t o t he act ion A,
A x x A

u is the utility o f the outcome x of t he action A, p i s thex x

agent' s degree of bel ief that x will occur (given that A does ), and

t he s um ranges over all the out comes of A which t he agent regards

as possi ble .

7. Cf . Ramsey (1978) , p. 96 , n. 1.

Bibliographical Notes

The views outlined i n 2.1 - 2.8 do not correspond exactly with

existing accounts of single-case p r obability , and not only because

2 .1 - 2. 8 a re s imply sketches of possible approaches : there is also t he

r eason mentioned in n . I above , t he related fact that not all accounts
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of probability distinguish its single-case use to the same extent , and

the fact that even i n so far as existing accounts do follow 2 . 1 - 2 .8,

t hey may cont a in e lement s of mor e than one of these option s (quite

apart from the over l ap between 2 .4 , 2 . 6 and 2.8). But wi th these qual ­

i fications , views along the lines of most of these option s are not hard

to find .

Thus for 2 .1 see Hacking (1965) , and Popper (1957 , 1960) . The

t erminology of 2 .2 relies on a dist i nction drawn by Mellor (1971 ,

pp . 68-70). Mel lor r e j ec t s t his vi ew, partly on the grounds that i t i s

liab le to r educe t o 2.1 , whi ch he has alreadly r ejected. But i t is

perhaps clos er than 2 .1 t o the remark of Peirce (1931 , Vol. 2, #664)

tha t a 'die has a ce r t a in 'would-be ', quite analogous to any habit

that a man might have ' . 2 .3 is the c lassical view , developed by Laplace

(1951) . As we s ha l l see i n Chapt e r 5, Me l lor 's (1971) contains a strong

element of 2.4.

2 .5 is the adaption t o the needs of 1 . 5 (and the as sumption that

SP utter ances are t r uthconditi ona l ) o f the subjec t i vism developed by

de Finetti (1964) , and adopted by savage (1954) , f or example. I n

versions cor r esponding to the weakes t and stronges t readings of

' exi s t ing evidence ' 2 . 6 i s hard to f ind , but otherwise its manifest­

ations are those of 2.4 and 2 . 8. For 2.7 s ee Keynes (1921) ; though some

of Keynes ' remarks (such as those on which Ramsey (1978, p. 65)

comment s ) invoke r a t i ona l i t y in a way which s ugges t s 2 .8. This option

i s also sugge s ted , f or example, by Carnap ' s account of ' l ogi cal or

inductive probabil ity ' ( 'probabilitYl ') in (1963) , 125 .

I have taken the notation of upward and downward rules of inf e r ­

ence f rom Sklar 's (1979) . However I shall use the term 'downward rule'

di f fe ren t ly: when a distinction i s important, for the s t r ic t l y s i ng1e­

cas e infer ence from a full SP belief to the associated par tial belief

about a individual instance , r at her than f or the i nfer ence from an SP
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be l i e f to a bel i e f about r elati ve f requencies in a yet-to-be­

observed class of cases . The latter inference is often cal led the

di r ect in fe rence , and i s the basis o f r ejection r ul es for SP belie f s .

There i s a c lose connec t ion bet ween thi s i nf er e nce and the f orme r one,

and i n genera l i t wi ll no t be i mpo rtant t o make a di s t inction . So I

s ha l l usually use the term 'downward i nfer e nce' indis c riminat ely , f or

both . sklar uses it just f or t he direc t i nfe r ence.
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J. RATIONAL PERSONALISM .

A rational personalist believes tha t an SP utterance i s an

assertion, and that its truth conditions are t he same as those of a

cor r es ponding assertion about the degree of a certain partial belief

which is made reasonable by the existing evi dence. Thus ' Given the

exist ing evidence, it is r eas onabl e t o have a s t r ong partial belief

that q'. or something s imilar , i s s a i d to paraphrase ' It is probable

that q t . The dependence of s uch an account on an appropri a t e notion of

r ationa l i t y i s quite explicit.

Such a par aphr ase onl y supports the c l a i m that SP utterances are

truthconditional i f i t is agreed that the r ationality as cription

involved is itself truthconditional . In this chapter I want t o pr esent

s eve r al a rguments for declining t o agree. However , I want t o b egin with

a brief a rgument agains t the paraphrase i tse l f .

Rat ional personalism r educes talk about probabilities - in so far

as it takes the f orm of SP utterances, at l ea s t - to talk about reason­

able degrees of partial belief . And it does so in a rather s t rong

sense, s o that a person who cl a ims that it is probable that q , i s

thereby claiming that the existing evidence makes reasonable a high

degr ee o f partial belief that q. This is a much stronger kind of reduc­

t i on than is involved in s tandard physi calist reductive accounts, for

example . I t doesn't follow from the usual physical i s t cla~ that a desk

i s in some sense really a col l ect ion of atoms , that in saying 'My desk

i s supporting my elbows ' I am myself saying that a col l ection of atoms

i s support ing my e lbows . Onl y a very naive physicalist account would

fail to accommodate the evident fact that it doesn't take a grasp of

the co ncept of an atom - under that name or any other - to speak comp­

et ently about des ks .

The rational persona l i s t ' s r eduction needs to be stronger f or at
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least two reasons: firstly because the proposed solution to the link

problem r es t s on the claim that a person who bel ieves it is reasonable

to adopt a certain belief , and uses the term ' reasonable ' correctly ,

wil l adopt the belief in question. This claim would be o f no relevance

to the l ink problem i f the f ull belief associated with an SP utterance

was not i n itself a belief about r ational i t y ( i .e . a belief that it is

r easonable t o adopt a certain partia l be l i ef ). Sec ondly, and more

importantly, rational persona l ism i s no t s impl y an account o f what els e

is t rue , when a given SP utterance is t rue; it claims t o be an account

of the character istic feature o f the meaning of SP ut terances. I f the

account i s cor rect then a person knows the meaning of 'It i s probable

that q' , only if he knows that this sentence is true if and only if given

the existing evidence , it i s r eas onabl e to have a strong partial belief

that q , So i t would be impossible to know the meaning of SP utterances

without a grasp of the i dea o f a partial belief, an d of such a thing

being made r eas onable by a certain body of evi dence . In contrast, no

physica l ist would claim that I don' t know the meaning of ' The desk i s

s uppor ting my elbows ' unless I am acquainted wi th the notion of an atom.

The fact that rational personal ism depends on s uch a s t rong

r educti on l eads to the followi ng difficul ty: the making of SP utter­

ances s eems a less sophisticated l i nguis t i c activity than that of

referring to partial beliefs , or to mental states in general. There

seems no obvious r eas on why a community should not have developed the

forme r activity but not the lat t e r one (or why such a group couldn't in

principle be established , by ensuring that i ts members were not t aught

certain parts of our language). But a rational persona l ist must either

deny thes e possibilities , or admit that in such a case there would be

some other account of the dist i nguishing non-syntactic feature of an SP

utterance. In the l atter case it is difficult to see how such an alter ­

na t ive account could fai l to extend to our own linguis tic activi ty , so



3,3

as to give us an alternative to rational personalism itself.

This argument would be reinforced if it could be shown that some

actual English speakers use SP utterances in the ordinary way, and yet

have no understanding of the notion of a partial belief being made

reasonable by a body of evidence. But it is not en~ugh to argue that

many English speakers do not understand the term 'partial belief'. A

rational personalist could reasonably reply that such speakers under­

stand the notion of a partial belief, but under some other name ­

'degree of confidence', for example. Instead it needs to be argued that

there is some such group of speakers who have no grasp whatsoever of

any relevant notion of mental state. It was the fact that referring to

mental states seems a much less basic linguistic activity than making

SP utterances which was the basis of the above argument.

Note that this line of argument also applies to the subjectivist

truthconditional account, 2.5 - in fact even more so than it does to

rational personalism. Subjectivism requires not only that users of SP

utterances have a grasp of the notion of partial belief, but also that

they are able to apply this notion reflexively, so as to describe their

own states of mind. Even more than simply referring to mental states,

this awareness of one's own present state of mind as a possible subject

of discourse, seems too sophisticated a linguistic ability to be an

essential part of the making of SP utterances.

However, putting aside this objection to the rational personal­

ist's use of 'Given the existing evidence, it is reasonable to have a

strong partial belief that q' as a paraphrase of 'It is probable

that q', let us turn to the question as to whether the proposed para­

phrase is itself truthconditional. I want to present three lines of

argument against taking it to be so.

Rational personalism is a reductive account of the truth cond-
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itions of SP ut t e r an ces . Howeve r , the question it answers about SP

utterances - i .e . 1.5 - ar i s es again for the class of rationality

ascriptions which i t takes to describe the truth conditions of SP

utterances . Thus

3.1 What is the distinguishing non-syntactic characteristic of such

an SP r a t i ona l i t y ascription?

Here the r ationa l personalist faces a di lemma: i f he is prepared to do

without a further reductive account in answer to 3.1, then it is not

clear on what grounds he can insist on one for 1 .5; but a r educ t i ve

approach to 3.1 faces two severe problems .

One problem i s that the natural ways of attempting to explain the

r e l evant notion of s ingle-case rationality either parallel objectivist

accounts of single-case probability, or explicitly refer to probabil ity.

The r e i s a hypothetica l limiting frequency approach, for example: 'is

reasonable' equa l s ' woul d be more successful than other policies if

this situation were to be repeated indefinitely' . Similarly there is a

tendency approach , a logical relation approach, and perhaps a range

approach. And there i s the l ine that ' i s reasonable' corresponds to ' i s

most likel y t o be successful ' . The existence of these parallels is not

surprising, given that they rely on the same kind of facts about

ordinary English as give rational personalism its plausibility . But to

admit the need to explain rationality in any such t erms , rather under­

mines i ts function as a secure bas e for a r educt i ve account of single­

case probability (and one which is preferable to objectivist accounts).

The second problem for a reductive approach to 3.1 concerns the

r a t i ona l personalist's justification of the downward rule of i nf e r ence .

We s ugges t ed (pp. 2: l0- ll) that a r at i ona l personalist might claim that

the oper a t i on of the downward rul e is a key display of a corr ect grasp

of the rel evant notion of rationality - so that a person who consist-
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and yet fails to adopt them himself, simply reveals that he hasn't

understood what 'reasonable' means (or that he i s lying, of course).

This strategy depends on there being no s ens ibl e question left ove r as

to why the habit of making such an inference should be associated with

a grasp of this term. To avoid the re-emergence of the link problem in

this new form, it needs to be claimed that t o acquire an understanding

of (the relevant use) of 'reasonable' is - among other things, perhaps ­

to acquire such a habit . But this claim seems inconsistent with a

reductive approach to 3.1 , for if the meaning of an SP rationality

ascription is explained in terms which don't mention rationality its elf ,

then these t e rms will suffice to say what a grasp of the meaning of

'reasonable' consists in, without mention of the habit of downward

inference.

Let us therefore s uppos e that rational pers onalism s e t t l es on the

other horn of the above dilemma, claiming that SP rationality a scrip­

tions have no non-trivial truth conditions - no truth conditions which

are s t a t able other than in t erms of rationality itself. One variant of

this claim would regard such ascriptions as theoretical statements,

whose meaning is to be understood in terms of the rules for their

acceptance and rejection. Alternatively, the required notion of ration­

ality might be said to be an intuition, a grasp of which is revealed by

a correct use of the upward and downward rules of inference linking it

to other notions.

As we said, it is difficult to see why s omeone prepared to accept

such an account shouldn't have done so for SP utterances 1n the first

place . But although this counts against the rational per sona l i s t, it i s

not an ob j ect i on t o this kind of move in general, as a way of cons t r ­

uing SP utterances as truthconditional. In or de r to find out what f orm

a stronger objection could take, we sha l l need to l ook more closely a t
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the notion of a t r uth cond ition.

The most wide l y- known use o f this notion is that o f the programme

to explain meaning in terms of truth conditions. I t i s commonl y s a i d

that to know the meaning of a sentence i s t o know what would have t o be

the case for it t o be true. From this it is held to follow that a

sys temat ic account of t he truth conditions of the sentences of a given

l anguage, in terms of their s t r uc t ure and components , ..,ill give s uc h an

account o f their meaning. This programme is i ntended t o apply in the

fi rst pl ace only to those meaningful expressions o f the l anguage in

question whos e standard utter ance amounts to an assertion - to the

making of a statement tha t the relevant truth condi t ions hold. It is

r ecogni sed that there are other kinds of meaningful expressions in

natural languages; questions and imperatives, for example. But it may

be claimed that even in these cases there is a truthconditional core,

which in part determines the meaning of such an expression.

We are concerned wi th the ques t i on whether SP utterances and the

rationa l persona l ist 's rat i onali t y ascriptions fall int o the truthcond­

i t ional clas s (for English) or int o t he class of exceptions . And we ar e

s upposing t hat in order to avoid the pr oblems we have raised for the

alterna t i ve l ine, our r ati onal personalist has agreed that such ration­

ality ascript i ons have no non-tri vial truth conditions . What ki nd of

considerati on could now be r e l evan t ?

One way to get some idea, I think, is to envisage treating as

truthcondit i onal a c l as s of utterances agreed not to be so, s uc h as t he

c l a s s of propo s i t i onal questions - i.e. of utterances of the form

' I s it the case that q?' (Qq , for short) , where q is a truthconditional

sentence . s uppos e we s ugges t that such an expression i s an assertion .

We say that although i t s t r uth conditions canno t be s tat ed by means of

any other expression (except one wh i ch ordinary usage t akes to be
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equivalent to Qq, such as 'Is it true that q?'), it states roughly what

is believed by someone for whom it is relevant but uncertain whether q.

We agree that English conceals the assertive character of these utter-

ances, and therefore propose a modified language (O-English) which

differs from English in two respects: it treats the sentence 'It is

queried whether q' as an (optional) alternative to Qq; and it allows

that Oq may be said to be true or false, just as 'It is queried whether

q' may be. Thus 'It is true that is it the case that q' asserts what

'It is true that it is queried whether q' asserts, and both sentences

are true just when Qq is. Such truth ascriptions are useful particuI-

arly in expressing agreement with ('asking the same question as') a

previous speaker; and also when there is quantification over a class of

sentences of the form Qq, enabling them all to be asserted ('asked') at

one go. Thus if On is (a name for) the sentence 'Is it the case that n

is a prime number?', the utterance '0 is true, for every natural
n

number n' performs a function which in English is most closely approx-

!mated by the question 'Which natural numbers are prime?'. Similarly

'It is false that Qq' asserts the same as 'It is false that it is

queried whether q'. Either utterance is appropriate for a speaker for

whom it is either not uncertain or not relevant whether q, and explic-

itly withdraws q from the questions at issue. Such an utterance is thus

particularly useful in disagreeing with a previous speaker; and, like

the truth ascription, has a use in cases of semantic ascent.

On the relation of Q-English to English, and the truthcondition-

ality of the relevant portions of each, we seem to have three options:

we can say that English questions of the form Oq are truthconditional

after all (and that their appearance is hence deceptive); we can say

that it is the app¢arance of the sentences of the form 'It is queried

whether q' of Q-English which is deceptive, and that such sentences are

not really truthconditional; or we can say that the difference between



the t wo languages is more t han j us t a s uperfic i a l one , i n that t he

r elevant po r t ion o f ~Engli.sh i s t ruthconditiona l , but not t hat of

English . The f i rst opt ion conf l icts with the wel l -established view of

the nature of propositional questions . The third seems t o me implaus­

ible , part i cularl y gi ven that ~English i tself cont ains express i ons o f

the form Oq , a s well as the equivalent expr essions 'It i s queried

whether q ' . So the second op t ion s eems the most acceptabl e.

I f the query ascriptions of Q-English are not really truthcond­

i tional, I think we sho ul d expect this fact t o be revea l ed in the way

in which this language a ssoc i a t es the t erms ' t rue' and ' f a l s e' with

s uch expr essions. For presumably i t must be somethi ng more than t he

poss ibi l i ty of r epl acing this segment of ~English wi th the corresp­

onding part of English itself which r eveals the l ack o f t ruthcondit i on­

a l i ty . This i s particularly c l ear i f we imagi ne trying to convince a

speaker of ~English that 'It is queried whether q ' i s not a genuine

assertion . Unle ss we can point t o some interna l f eature of his language

which justifie s our claim, this person will feel that we have not ruled

out t he f irst and third opt i ons above. Tha t is , he wi ll f eel free to

clai m either that our questions are real l y asserti ons , this f ac t being

conc ea l ed by the pecul i ar form o f words we us e in making s uc h state­

ments; or that there i s something whi ch can be as serted in Q-English

but not in Engli sh .

So what i s i t about the way in which ~English associates the

terms 'true' and 'false' with expressions such as 'It is queried

whe ther q' whi ch distinguishes these sentences from genuinely t ruth­

conditiona l ones? I f we can answer this , I think we shal l be in a

position t o exami ne the c laimed trut hcondi t i onality of t he r a t ional

personalist ' s SP rati onality ascripti ons .

I think the key is t he r elational nature of the s t a te of r elevant

uncert a int y . We saw t ha t which questions I a sk - wha t , i n Q- Engl ish , I
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decl are to be que r ied - depends r oughl y on wha t thing s I am uncertai n

about, and on which s uch thi ngs I take to be r elevant to me. And this

in t urn depends on what I already know, and what my interests are . So

if I c l a im 'It i s queried whether q' and you reply ' Tha t ' s f alse', you

may intend no criticism o f me, but simply be expr essing a different

viewpoint . Hence the exchan ge should not be s een as me cl a iming that

something is the case, and you denying i t . If anything has been

asserted at all, it is apparently that for me it is re l evantly uncert­

ain whether g , and for you not r elevant l y uncertain whether q.

Suppose we s yst emat i ca l l y cons t r ue query ascriptions in t his way ,

making expli cit the relativisation to the speake r 's viewpoint . We shall

then find that the above exchan ge does not conform t o the ordinary use

o f the notion o f falsi t y : s ince you are not denying t hat f or me it is

relevantly uncertain whether q , it i s not cor r ect , in the ordinary

s ense , for you to say 'That 's fals e' in answer to my c l a im that it is

queried whether q. The relativised cl a im is false in the standard

sense onl y if I am wrong about the r e l evance to me of , or my uncert­

a inty as to , whether q. So this proposal does not pr es er ve the way in

whi ch Q-English applies the t e rm ' f a l se' t o query a s c r i pt i ons ; or does

so only at the cost o f admitting a non -standa r d use of this term,

different f rom its use in associat i on wi th the notion of a t ruth

condi t ion .

Suppose now that we try to avoid this difficulty by introduc ing

an objec t ive justification for ' asking a ques tion ' . ' It is queried

whether q ' is t hus to be understood as 'It i s obj ect ively uncertain and

object i ve l y relevant whether q ' (we might say that q is ' ob j ec t i ve l y i n

question') . This move i s motivated by the des i r e t o interpret the

r es pons e ' Tha t ' s f a l s e ' to the utterance 'It is queried whether q ' a s a

st anda r d denial of what the utterance asserts to be the case . However,

the proposal faces the following dilemma: the more it ob jecti f i es that
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t o which the query ascription is held t o be re1ativised, the more

situations it will admit in whi ch it i s qui t e implausible to s a y that

the s peaker is actually referring t o (and r elying on ) this obj ective

base; while the more it reduces the level of objectivity o f the base ,

the more i t will allow situations of the di f f icul t kind, i n which the

response IThat's false' doesn't indicate a criticism of t he original

speaker , but s impl y the po s session of a different poi nt of view.

A more detailed examination would s how, I think, that there i s no

way t o resolve this dilemma - no base to which t o r elativise query

a s cr i pt ions which escapes both kinds of problem. And it is this which

shows that the query ascriptions of Q- Engl ish are not really truthcond­

itional, it seems to me. I now want to argue that SP rationality

ascriptions are s ub j ec t to the s ame dilemma .

The r elational charac t e r of many rationality c l a ims is well­

recognis ed; what i s rational f rom your poi nt o f view needn't be so f rom

mine, and the disagreement may give neither of us grounds to c r i t i c i s e

the other. As rational personalists acknowledge, the s i mpl e c l a im t hat

it is reasonable to adopt a c erta i n partial belief i s relational i n

j ust this way . What partial belief it is r eas onable f or me to adopt

depends on what my eviden ce i s. If your e vi dence is different t here may

be a formal disagreement between us, in that we a r e not both prepared

t o say, for example, 'It i s r easonable to have a high degree of partial

belief that q'.

As in our query example, to maintain that s uch rationality

as cription s are truthconditional it is necessary to exclude thes e non­

cr i t i ca l disagreements . This can be attempted by taking s uch ut ter ances

to make implicit reference t o the evidence on which t hey are based.

Rational personalis t s make this move in any case (for di f fer ent but

related reasons); in f act they go one s t a ge further, i n making explicit

the reference to evidence. But t o which ev i dence? We saw in Chapter 2
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(p. 2:3, in particular) that there is a range of possibilities, from

the evidence of which the speaker is actually aware at the time of

speaking, to a very strong 'God's evidence' alternative. Which altern­

ative, if any, is such that the resulting relativised rationality

ascriptions function in discourse in the same way as the (allegedly

elliptical) utterances they are supposed to represent?

At the subjective extreme, the difficulty is that disputes about

the truth of an utterance of the form 'The evidence of which I am aware

makes reasonable a partial belief of degree d that q' seem to bear no

direct relation to the situation in which two speakers each make such a

claim. differing only in the degree of partial belief that q that each

says to be reasonable. Since it is the latter kind of 'dispute' which

according to this version of rational personalism is involved when two

people ascribe different probabilities to the same proposition, the

account faces the following problem: it must either concede that the

ordinary language practice whereby one speaker declares another 's

utterance to be false in such a context, is of no significance with

respect to the standard use of the notion of falsity; or acknowledge

that it fails to give an adequate account of such ordinary usage. In

the latter case it concedes that some further account is needed; while

in the former one it denies the significance of just that feature of

language which ought, -i t seems, to be its own primary motivation. For

if the ordinary language practice of ascribing truth and falsity to SP

utterances does not involve the standard senses of these notions - the

senses associated with the notion of a truth condition - then what

grounds are there for expecting a truthconditional account of such

utterances?

As we turn to more objective evidential bases this problem

becomes less significant. Situations become rarer in which two speakers

at the same time and place can have different evidential bases, in the
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cha sen sense. If it is he l d that SP utterances make implicit reference

t o the reasonablY' access i bl e evi dence, for example , then you and I can

onl y be referring t o different bodies of evidence when we ascribe

different probabilities to something , if what is reasonably accessible

t o you is not what is r easonabl y accessible to me. There are such

situations (in any reasonable sense of 'reasonably accessible'), but

they are less common than s i t uat i ons in which it i s the evidence we

actually have on hand which differs .

However, as this source of difficulty becomes less significant

another one becomes more so . As in the Q-English case, the more object­

ive we take the relevant evidential base t o be, the more s i t ua t i ons we

admit in wh i ch the evidence that a speake r actual ly has - and (in t he

SP case) the evidence on which he bas es his partial beliefs and hence

his associated behaviour - is not the objective body o f evidence, in

the chosen sense, for the cont ext in question . Moreover, this fact

about his evidence is one of which the speaker himself can be aware; he

does not himself have to believe that his actual evidence - the evid­

ence on which he acts - is the evidence objectively available to him .

Consider for example the doctor who says 'Your operation has pr obabl y

been successful - we coul d find out for certain, but since the tests

are dangerous and unpleasant, it i s better to avoi d them '; or the

driver who explains ' Thi s is probably the quickest route - unfortun­

ately we can 't afford the time to stop and make s ure ' . These a r e

plainly cas e s in which the speaker knows that the e vi dence objectively

available (or ' i n principle accessible ') exceeds that on which he or

she is relying; and therefore cases in which the probability ascription

cannot be held to be relativised to such an objective base.

The fac t that a r ange of a lternati ve positions i s for different

reasons unacceptable at either end does not entail tha t there i s not

some s a t isf act or y middle position. However , an acceptable middle
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position would be ruled out by a demonstration that there is an overlap

between the ranges of applicability of the two ob jections we have

raised . In fact , if it is agreed that the range of possibilities forms

a l inea r progression , then it is enough to show that there is one of

its members which is both open to the subjective objection and such

that any more objective position is open to t he objective one . This

will show that no position escapes both .

I t seems to me that the reasonably accessible evidence option is

of this kind. We have seen above that it is open to the subjective

criticism because, so to speak, what is r eas onabl y accessible to you

may not be t o me (if yo u have access to classified i nf or,mat i on and I

don 't, for example). But any more objective position wi ll admit

situations in which the evidence on whi ch we act i s (a t most) the

evidence which i s reasonably accessible to us, rather than the evidence

comprising this more objective base .

Thus it appears that no member of this range of a lternatives is

satisfactory . This seems to me to be a strong objection to the rational

personalist position (and to the objectivist one , as we shal l see in

Chapter .4); though an objection i t is easy to over look, in failing to

take seriously the ambiguity i n the notion of t h e existing evidence .

The s ubjective c r i t icism here is based on the observation that

ordinary usage does no t associate the terms ' t rue ' and ' false' with SP

utterances (or rather, does not a lways do so) i n the way that it would

if it used these t erms i n the sense associated with the notion of

truthconditionality, and rational personalism's rationality ascriptions

were accurate paraphrases of SP utterances. I t is worth not ing that

subjectivists face much the same problem. Your r ep l y ' That' s t rue ' to

my 'It is probable that q' , if it shows anything about partial beliefs

at all, indicates t ha t you have a strong partial bel ief that q - not

that you think that I do (as the combination of the subjectivist
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r eading o f ' I t is probable that q' and the assumpt i on that 'true' i s

used here in its standard s ens e would require) . This i s a well-known

objec t i on t o this form of s ub j ect i vist int e rpr e tat ion of SP utterances~

We have s upposed (p . 3:5) that to avoid the problems we raised

for a r educ t i ve account of the truth conditions of SP rationality

ascriptions, it has been agreed that s uc h utterances have no non­

tri vi al trut h conditions . We s uggested two s light ly different accounts

of the meaning of s uch utterances , i n l i ne with this agreement: tha t

they acquire meaning i n virtue o f the rules for their acceptance and

r e j ec t i on ; and t hat their meaning i s grasped intuitively , a cor r ec t

grasp being revealed i n cor r ec t use of thes e upward and downward rules .

I now want t o raise two points , in clarifi cation firstly of what s uch a

move achieves (and f a i ls to achieve), and s econdl y of i ts possible

grounds of support .

Firstly. there is an iJDportant sens e in which s uc h an account o f

the meaning of SP r a t i ona l i t y ascripti ons doesn 't tell us why we ough t

to adopt t he partial beliefs which such ,utterances describe as rationa l,

or r easonable . Some care is needed t o cha r act e r i s e wha t is left unexpl -

ained here , and the ethical analogy i s helpful. It is open t o someone

who, like G. E. Moore, takes the notion of goodnes s t o be an intuit ion ,

to sa y that the propositi on that we ough t t o do what i s good is

analytic - i .e ., r oughly, that the good is , simply , that which we ough t

t o do . But there remai n questions as t o how we come t o have such a

concept at all, and as t o what value it i s to us; and someone who asks

' Why ought we to do what is good? ' with thes e kinds of issue in mind,

will f ind it quite unhelpful t o be tol d that he is asking f or an expla­

na tion of an analytic truth .

I n t he case of SP r a tionalit y a script i ons, simi lar ly, accounting

for their meaning a s an intuition, or in terms o f the rules for their
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such an intuition or combi na t i on o f rules - and hence the fact that we

make s uch rationality ascriptions a t all . (The ' hen ce' here relies on

the assumption that the existence of any su f f i c ient l y s ignificant ling­

uisti c feature , is i n some sense a r esult of the usefulnes s of some

func tion the fea ture in quest ion perf orms) . Moreover, given that non­

trivial truth conditions for such ascriptions have been r e j ec t ed , the

fact that these utterances are being treated a s truthconditional would

seem to be able t o play no part in these explanations. It wi l l be the

usef ulness of the upward an d downwar d rules in combination which

provi des the basis of an explanation , and irrelevant whether these

r ules are he l d t o supply trut hconditional meaning t o an i nt e rmedi a t e

s t age . And in the absence of reductive t r uth condi t i ons , there is no

basis in the meani ng of a rationality ascr i pt ion for an argument t o

establ i sh the us e f ulness , i n s ome s ense , of the upward and downwar d

rules in combination .

I f the c l aim that SP r at i onal i t y ascriptions are t r ut hcondi t i onal

can p lay no par t i n an account of how we have come to use such express­

i on s, what othe r grounds could support i t? Not or di nary usage, appar ­

ent ly: we have just seen that the way i n which ' t r ue ' and 'false ' are

often applied to such expressions counts against the truthconditional

view , and the Q-Enqlish example suggests that the fact that an utter­

ance has the s uper f i c ial f orm of an assertion - i. e. that i t ha s . or

can be paraphrased in, the form ' It i s the case tlv\t - i s not a

r eliable guide to its t rue s tatus .

Another suggestion might be that t he upward or downward rules

associated with SP r a t i onali t y ascriptions ' trans f e r ' truthcondition­

ality. 'thus if the upward rule . say , were deduc t ive , then a j Udgement

as t o the truth of s uch an ascription would change only i f the eviden­

t i al beliefs on which it was based were later j udged t o be false. This
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connect i on might ensure that •true ' and •f a l s e ' are applied in t he

same sense t o these rationality sentences as t o those des cribing the

evi dence (whose truthconditionality, le t us a s s ume, is not in doubt).

In other words , if i t were agreed that from true evidential beliefs the

upward r ule invariably l eads t o a disposition to make true rationality

ascript ions , there would be some r ea son to think that •true I is used

with t he s ame sense in both contexts.

However, the rule s for accepting an d r ej ecting t hese rationalit y

ascript ions are non-deductive , at some stage at l east - a r ational

personalist who ho lds that statistical generalisat ions are universa l ­

ised SP sentences will say t hat the inference f rom t he general to the

single case is deduc t i ve, but in this case the l ack of a deductively

valid rejection r ule distinguishes these generalisations from non­

s t a t i s t i ca l ones. SP rationality ascriptions thus seem t o be suffic ­

i ent l y isolated f r om those parts o f language whose trutbcondi t i ona lity

is not in doubt (in this context , at any r a t e ) , for it to be entirely

an interna l mat t er whether these utterances are truthcondi t i onal them­

selves . Whateve r the r easons for r egarding var i ous other types of

ut t erances as making asserti ons, these expressions need t o be separ ­

ately as sess ed. The s ame goes for SP utterances in general, I think ;

and I shal l return to this point in Chapter 4.

Notes

1. And t o analogous acconnts of certain other types of ut t er ance ,

such as the suggestion tha t ' I t is right that q' asserts tha t the

speake r approve s of the fact that q; see Moore (1967), pp. 37-39,

and Blackburn (1980 ) , who ment i ons this case as analogous t o t he

presen t one .
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4 . OBJECTIVISM.

In Chapt e r 2 we characterised an objectivist account o f s ing1e­

case probability as one which takes an SP ut terance to be an assertion

about an objective s t ate of affairs, other than the s t rength or the

rationality of a partial belief . We adopt ed the general t erm 'the

ob jective chance t ha t q' for the basis of an objectivist 's t ruth

conditions f or such an assertion (with respect to the probability

of q). Under 2.1 - 2.3 and 2.7 we noted several possible forms of such

an account .

We saw that an ob j ect ivi s t is likely to rely on a noti on of

r ationality to solve what we ca lled the l ink problem. That is , an

obj ecti vi s t needs t o expl ain why a person who hol ds an e f f ec t ive l y full

bel i ef that it is probab l e that q, say, will also have a s t rong partial

belief that q (or if partial bel iefs are no t regarded as s igni f icant ,

as 2 .9 has it, then why such a person wi ll have the non-linguistic

behavioural dispositions characteristi c o f an SP context) . It needs t o

be explained how the inference from the f ull bel ief i s such a natural

one that the difference between the full belief and the associated

partial one i s often over l ooked . We s aw how it f ollows from an obj ec t ­

ivist's interpretati on of an SP cont ext that there is such a gap . The

proposed explanation was that the required inf e r ence i s a rati onal one ,

and taken for gr anted because , in this cas e a t l eas t , we all t ake

rational behavi our f or grant ed .

It might s eem that ob j ecti vists will f ace the s ame problems with

the notion of rationality as r a t i ona l personalists, and perhaps more

besides. For a satisfactory objectivist account would appear to give a

satisfactory rational persona l i st one , according to the rule that i t is

r easonable in the rational personalist ' s s ense to have a certain
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partial belief, if and only if in the objectivist sense it. is rational

to have a certain (effectively) full belief about objective chances,

from which in turn it is rational to infer the partial belief in

question. Thus objectivists seem to need an account of the rationality

of their combined rule of inference - the rule which results from

taking their upward and downward rules in succession - and such an

account will apparently serve the purposes of a rational personalist,

in explaining what it is for a partial belief to be rational, given a

body of evidence. Hence whatever problems rational personalists exper­

ience with the notion of rationality are an indication of similar

problems for objectivists.

However, this overlooks an important option which is open to an

objectivist : to say that the notion of rationality in these contexts is

not correctly applied in the first place to individual inferences, but

to types, or habits of inference - application to individual inferences

being derivative, and in principle always subject to revision as more

information comes to light about the inference in question.

As an illustration, consider the application of the description

'generous' to a person's actions. It might be said that each individual

such application relies on a general maxim - 'It is generous to give an

unsolicited gift', fOr example - and is therefore liable to be revised,

if some more specific maxim is found to be applicable. In this case the

more general maxim need not be said to be falsified, so long as it is

not construed as a universalised product of statements about single

cases. A case in which the giving of an unsolicited gift does not seem

generous does not in itself show that there is something wrong with the

principle that it is generous to give such gifts, on this view - as it

would if the principle were of the form: (x) (If x is the giving of an

unsolicited gift, then x is generous). (On this view the latter express­

ion is actually without sense, since it depends on the application of
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of the t e rm •generous , dir ect ly t o the singl e cas e ) . Thus t he reason it

doesn ' t now seem generous of me t o have given you a ches s computer i s

not that it has now t urned out that the gift was solicit ed, but that it

appears that I hoped tha t you would enjoy it so much that you would be

distracted from your work; and that i t hasn 't ye t become clear that I

wanted t o distract you not f or my own advantage , bu t because I was

concerned about your health ; and so on. The s t ory can be continued

indefinite l y , and a t each s tage t he general maxim on which the curr ent

judgement relies is in no way undermined by the lat er discovery that

some more specific maxim i s app licabl e as we ll. The curr en t judgement

is the present evaluation of the given action. I t is not a statement of

f ac t , but the expression of an a t tit ude ; an expr es s i on which i s

licensed by (rather than a l ogical consequence of) the pr e s ent most

specific applicable maxim.

I shall say more about this way of t r e at ing SP rationali ty later

on . For the moment the iqlortant point i s that although it will not

yield truth conditions for the i nd i vi dua l a script ions of rationality

r equired by the r ational persona lists , th i s line may be s uff icient for

an object i vist claim that the upwar d, downwar d and hence combi ned rules

of inference - to, f rom and v ia objective chances - describe rational

types of behaviour. Then three problems seem t o r emai n . One i s that of

explaining what it is for a type of behavi our to be rational, i n the

intended sens e . Another is the problem of expl aining the f act that

actual agents do tend to behave r a t i ona lly in this r e spec t , habitually

adopting and applying beliefs about obj ective chance s in mor e or less

the r ight way - the latter aspect he r e involves the link pr ob lem, the

s tep f rom a belief about ob j ec t i ve chance 'to the associated partial

belief. And the third i s that o f showing that the proposed upward and

downward forms of inference are r ational , i n wha t ever sense ha s been

explained, given the proposed account of ob j ec t i ve chance.
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A nat ural way t o approach the f irs t p roblem, I t hi nk, i s t o try

t o explain •r a t i ona l' as ' on the whol e advantageous ' , or something

s imi l ar . There seem to be s everal possibil i ties , even given that we

shouldn' t s l ip s ingle- ca s e probabi lities back into the account . Si nce

we want a description app l icabl e t o a type of inference, t here seems to

be no need t o invoke the r epetiti on of a numerically identi cal

situation - as 2 . 1 does , for example - or t o rely in s uch a s t r ong way

on a paraphrase of hypo t het i ca l form. It i s an important question

whether a thoroughly actualist such account i s possible, but I don ' t

want to di scuss i t her e .

If rationality i s in the f i rst p lace a property of t ypes, or

hab i t s , of inferenc e, i t is p lausible to appr oach the s econd pmblem

in t erms of socia l and b i ological explanations for the possession o f

ce r tain such habits by ordinary speaker s . The natura l obj ection t o this

move - that it doesn ' t a l low for disputes as t o whether s ome particular

inference i s reall y the rational one i n t he c i rcumst ances , even gi ven

that it i s the one we are lead by f orce of habit t o make - i s now ruled

out , as resting on a mistaken view of the nature of an a scription of

r ati onal ity. The c losest we come t o s uc h a disput e , on the present

view, i s a cas e in which a given inference ins tantiates one habit but

co nf l ict s with another ; then the conve r s ational p r ocess by whi ch i t is

established that one or othe r habit takes precedence, may t ake the f orm

of a dispute as to whether the given i nferenc e is 'rati onal ' (o r more

precis el y , t he form that such a di spute would t ake , if the r e were

really a matter o f f ac t here t o di spute about) . On this view it i s not

the reasonablene s s of its inst ances which makes a habit a good one, but

in a s ens e t he other way round. A speak e r ' s use of the t erm

'reasonable ', as a de scription applicable t o a s ingle ca s e , i ndicates

his possession o f a r elated habit - and the fact that speake rs have

certain such habits but not others seems to be in some way a r e sult of
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the advant ages of pos sessing these habit s.

It i s the thi.rd problem which seems most difficult, I think . at

least at first sight. The objectivist is being asked f or an explanation

of the rationality of the upward and downward inferences, in the sense

in which r ationa l i t y has been explained . in terms of his notion of

ob j e ct i ve chance. He is bei ng asked , in e f f ect : How would s omeone who

was acquainted wi th t hi s not i on of objective chance, but who had s ome­

how los t the habi ts of inf erence involving chance s hared by t he r est of

us, be able t o tell that these types o f inference woul d be advantag­

eous? I f s uch a person held bel iefs about r e l ative f requenc i es , say , is

there any way in which we could persuade hi m to adopt •corresponding'

beliefs about chances, and r e j ect non-corresponding ones? I f he held

beliefs about chances, could we persuade him to adopt the cor r esponding

partial beliefs ? Could we even justify our own r eadines s t o make such

inferences?

As an example of t he kind of problems which arise, suppose we

have convi nced this per son that f r om the frequency evidence he should

infer that it i s very l ikely that there is a certa i n chance tha t q. I n

or der t o induc e hi m to adopt a hi gh degree of partial bel ief that there

is this chance that q . we sti l l need t o persuade him that from a bel ief

that it i s very likely that p , i n general, he should infer a high

partial belief that p . So the upward rule depends on the downward one .

The objectivist ' s most p l ausible line s eems t o be t o say that the

upward and downward rules are what gives meaning t o obj ective chance

ascriptions . Just as the theoretical sentences o f scientific theories

are held t o pick up their meaning by virtue of the r ules f or their

acceptance, r ej ection and application , 50 i n this cas e us ing and

graspi ng the meaning of object ive chance ascript ions amounts , essent­

i ally, t o using t he proper upward and downward r ules, i n cor rect as soc­

iati on. So there i s no question of not us i ng these rules, for someone
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who •speaks the language ' at all . Any proposed s uc h question i s at best

terminologi cal , and otherwi s e nonsensical. The person whos e lack of

these habi ts of inference seemed t o pres ent a pr obl em cannot be said

to have grasped the notion o f object i ve chance . Cor r ect us e of sent­

ences referring t o such chances is s imply inseparable from the activity

of making thes e inf erences . I t is the entire l i nguis t ic package which

1s rational, in that it is advantageous , on the whole - and that

explains why we have evolved i t .

We l ooked at an analogous pr oposal from r a tional personal ists in

the previous chapter . Before that , in Chapter 2 (p . 2 :13 ) , we mentioned

thi s same pr oposal from objectivists, as a means of securing s peci f ic­

ally the downward rule ( in order t o sol ve the l i nk pr obl em) ; but we

deferred considering it, in f avour o f the more popular proposa l

involving rationality . We now find that i f t his more popular appr oach

i s to avoid s ome of the difficulties we raised for r ati onal persona l ism

in Chapt e r 3, it is likely t o r e l y on the pr opo s a l to which or i gina l l y

i t seemed an alternative .

This proposal seems t o me quite a promising one , but no t an

appr oach wh i ch wi l l give us trut h cond i t ions for SP utt e rances. Thus

notice that if our ob jec t i ve chance ascriptions a r e held t o have truth

values in the standard s ense , then because the acceptanc e and r e jection

rules are not deductive , it may turn out that we have accepted a false

chance s t a t emen t and rej ected a true one - even i f we a r e no t in e r ror

about the evidence. If we have any j ust i f ica t i on whatsoever for think­

ing tha t t his is not the cas e wi th r espect t o the chance s t a t emen t s we

pr esently accept , i t r ests on the f act that these rules are l i k el y to

give us the r i ght answer. Her e we encount er the class ic c ircul a r i t y

prob lem . In order to understand why it i s a p r oblem, it i s important t o

understand wha t i s a t i s sue .

The ob j ect i vist is claiming that SP utterances are t o be inter -
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preted , and given truth cond i t ions , i n t erms of objecti ve chances ; and

tha t the meanings o f sentences about objective chances are t o be under­

stood in t erms o f the rules for t hei r acceptance and r ejection . Let us

ignore t he f ea t ure o f these rules which leads to the circularity

problem for the moment, and suppos e that everyone adopts and rej ect s

s t r a i ght forwar d dispositions t o make SP utt erances in appropriate

circumstances, when confronted with certain ki nds of evidence - about

relative frequencies, say . Thus conf r ont ed with evidenc e that a partic­

ular coin has landed hea ds on 90% of the many occasions on which it has

been t os sed , everyone unres ervedly r ej ect s a dispos ition t o say 'There

i s a 50% chance tha t this coi n will land heads a t t he next t os s' . I s

this en ough t o show tha t SP utterances are truthconditional?

I don't think so . There are many kinds of s i t ua t ion in which an

awareness o f some ' evi den t i a l ' s tate of affairs is habi t ua l ly assoc­

iated with the adoption or rejection of a disposition to make ut t er­

ances which are not truthconditional. If I observe water dripping from

the ceiling I will be disposed t o say 'Where is t hat coming from?' (in

appropriate c i rcumstances - i f there i s someone present who might know,

say). And if I then observe , or otherwise learn, the sour ce of the

water, I wi ll l os e this dispo s i t ion .

I s there some characteristic of such a habit of formi ng and

rejecting dispositions t o utt erance which reveals that the utt erances

concerned are truthconditional? Being an i nvariant habit doe s not seem

enough . Some s uc h habits a r e deduc t i ve i nferences, and this do es seem a

s uf f i c i ent condition f or truthconditionality - but i t i s doubtful

whether the deduc t i ve charact er of s uch a habit can be established,

without it f irs t be ing s hown that the utt er ances to which i t l eads ar e

truthconditional. In any case , when s uc h a habi t i s c learly not

deductive, even this s lender prospec t i s no t availabl e .

Thus the c i rcul ar i t y problem is a di f f i culty for obj ectivists
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firstly in that i t exhibi ts the non -deductive nat ure of the inferences

by means of which objecti ve chance ascr iptions are accepted an d

r e j ec t ed. But i t also l eads t o a grea t er difficulty , once an ob j ect ­

ivi s t t akes the l ine that a grasp of the meaning of such asc r iptions i s

revealed in correct use of these inferences . For in this case i t i s

presumably important that we sho uld be able to t ell whether someone i s

using these rules cor r ectl y - and be able to expl a i n their us e t o some­

one who doesn 't already us e them, in order to give him a grasp of the

notion of ob jective chance . But if he doesn't already unders tand the

notion o f likel i hood, what use wil l it be to t ell him that given such

and such evidence , it i s likely that there i s a hi gh chance that q ? And

in the cas e of someone who i s already prepared t o make thi s inference ,

unless we can t el l whether he i s using 'likely' in the same sense as we

do , how are we t o know that he is r eally taking the s ame inference as

we do to defi ne the notion o f ob ject ive chance?

I don 't t hi nk it will do to s ay that 'likely ' picks up i ts

meaning as part of the s ame package, in the adoption of the s ame set o f

rules of i nf er ence . This move faces a dilemma : either it t r eats

expressions of the f orm ' I t i s likely that q' as truthconditional, with

meanings t o be expl a ined as thos e o f ob jecti ve chance ascription s are,

in t erms of the rules for their acceptanc e and rejecti on; or i t treats

t hese expr e s s i ons di ffer en t ly from object ive chance ascriptions, either

as truthconditional but wi th meanings explained d ifferent ly , or as non­

truthcondi t iona l .

Under t he f irs t opt ion - treating ' I t is l ikely tha t q' in the

same way as chance ascriptions - the accept ance rule for ' I t is l i kely

that q ' depends on a speake r ' s ability to r ecognise when it is the cas e

that q; very roughly, he shoul d accept that it is likely that q when he

has obs erved that it is the case that q in a majority o f a range of

s imila r cases. {Here we are ignoring t he t hird l evel prObabil i ties
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which would appear i n a proper account ) . So in the ca se of •It i s

l ikely that ther e is a h igh chance tha t p '. a speaker i s required t o

r ecognise whether or not the r e is a hi gh chance that p in s imil ar

sit ua t ions. But how can this be possible. if one cannot gras p the

meaning o f 'There i s a hi gh chance that p ' wi thout cOlllDitting oneself

to inferences whose conc l us i on is the very sent ence - •I t is l i ke ly

that there is a high chance that p' - a gr asp o f whose meaning depends

on this act of recognition?

The second horn o f the dilemma - treating the meaning of ' I t is

likely that q' di f fe r ent l y from that o f ob j ect i ve chance ascriptions -

seems t o escape this vicious interdependenc e. However i f there is a

sa t is f ac t ory way of treating likelihood ascr i pt ions , other than as

assertions whose meaning i s given by the rules for their acceptanc e

and r e jection. then what prevents us treating all SP utteranc es i n the

s ame way? (Ordinary usage s eems to make no s uc h distinction) .

These difficulties which stem from t he cir cularit y problem are

peculiar to chance; there are no s uch problems in the theoretical cases

in science in which s ent ences are held to acquire meaning in t erms of

the rules for their acceptance and rejection.

Another problem peculiar to chance is the justification of the

s t r ict l y single-case use o f the downward rUle. in the inference from

an e f fec t i ve l y full belief that there i s a certain chance that q. t o

the cor r e sponding part ial belief. This should be distinguished from the

rule whereby beliefs about chances are rej ected, although the two are

closely related. It fol lows from the s ingle-case rule that with r espect

t o a large number of independent cases one should have a very high

degree of partial belief that the relative frequency of cases in which

q holds will be close t o the chance that q (or s t r i c t l y. to what one

believes the chance to be). This f act. a consequence of Bernoulli's

1Limit Theorem, is the basis of the re j ection rule ; i . e., roughly, that
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if in a large s ample of independent cases the relative frequency of

cases such t hat q differs markedly f rom the present ly accepted chance

that q , the belief that there i s t his chance that q is likely t o be

f alse , and should be r e j ec t ed . However , it is not clear that the

reject ion r ule justifies the strictly s ingle-case one. Even if a grasp

of t he meani ng o f an objective chanc e ascri pti on does consist i n a

dispos i t ion to accept and r e j ec t such ascriptions according t o the

proper r ules, it still needs t o be explained why someone who accepts

such a statement as t rue should adopt the corresponding partial belief.

I t may be that i f he were t o adopt some o ther degree of the r elevant

partial belief , such a person would be lead (by the a rgument above) t o

r e j ect hi s pr esent belief about chances; but why. should he adopt any

degree of the partial belief. given simply that he holds the f ull one?

I n other words, the claim that objective chance expressions

obtain their meaning in virtue of the r ules for thei r acceptance and

rej ection , does not appear to be suff icient to secure the single-case

use of t he downward rule (and hence to solve the link problem) . For

this purpose it seems necessary to add t ha t a person has not grasped

the meani ng of such expressions unless he does apply the downward rule

in individual cases. There is no s uch additional requirement in the

s cientif ic cases of this k i nd (where there i s no cor responding gap

between the r e j ec t i on r ule and the r ul e of s ingle-case appl ication) .

I have been r a i sing objections to the propoaaL that the obj ect­

i vist I s upwar d and downward rule s are what gives meaning t o object ive

chance ascript ions . In t he present context this suggestion aros e f rom

the proposal that i n order to es cape the rational personalists'

problems with the notion of rationality, objectivists should claim that

the t erm 'rat iona l ' appl ies i n the first i ns t ance to t ypes , or habi ts ,

of inf er ence - and only derivatively to individua l i nf erences, i n



4:11

vi r t ue of what is known about the t ypes t o which they belong .

It s eems to me that the move to interpret SP rationa l ity in this

way is a good one . but that an objectivis t doesn ' t take i t far enough.

in hanging on to a truthconditional view of SP utterances themselves .

For one thing an obj ect ivist i s thus le~d to re ject the apparent wide­

spread substitutabil ity of t It i s probable that •• • I for •It is

r easonable to be conf i dent that • •.• • and vice versa. saying that onl y

the f ormer expression indicates an as sertion of a matter of fact . This

is an implausible move, and not simply on ordinary language grounds.

For if there is a vi abl e notion of ob j ec t ive chance , it would seem to

gi ve us the following r eductive truth conditions f or SP r ational ity

ascript ions: it i s re~sonable t o have a degree n of partial be l i ef

that q. if and only if there is an objective chance n that q. An object­

ivist can hardly deny that it i s to this notion of rationali t y tha t the

ordinary use of the t erm 'rational ' (or ' r easonable ') r efers , in SP

contexts; at bes t he can c l aim that the equivalence isn ' t s uch as t o

provide a definition of t he required noti on of rationali t y .

In any case, an ob ject i vi s t who admits such a notion of single­

case rationality will not be troubled by all our objections t o the

r a t i onal personal i sts' use of s uch a notion . Thus since he does not

c laim that an SP ut ter ance is an as s ertion as to the rationalit y of a

cer t a in partial bel ief . the ob j ec t i vist will not be concerned by the

possibi l i ty o f a group o f s peaker s abl e to use SP ut terances bu t not t o

r e fer to mental s tates . And he has no reason t o deny that r eductive

truth conditions for SP rational i t y as cri pti ons s hould r e fer to

object i ve chances .

However, our objection based on the r elational nature of SP

rationality ascripti ons does seem t o appl y equa l ly t o objec t ivist

accounts. If SP utterances are held t o make implicit refe r ence to the

body of evidence on which they are based , this evidence needs to be
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charac t e r ised in a way whi ch i s both s uffic ient l y objective to avoid

the conclus ion that in many SP contexts the terms 'true' and 'false'

are not associated with SP utterances in the patt e rn associat ed with

the notion o f a truth condit ion , and yet sufficient ly s ubjective to

avoid the r edundancy argument, that t he evi dence on which we actual ly

base our probability as criptions and associated actions, i s very often

much less than t ha t to which SP utterances are being said t o make

reference (so that an adequa t e account of our actual behaviour will

make redundant the proposed obj ectivist account). Just as in t he

rational personalist case (p . 3:13), there seems to be no way to

character ise t he evi dentia l base of an SP utterance so as to satisfy

both r equirements .

Our las t objection t o rati onal personalism in Chap te r 3 deal t

with the cla±m that although SP r ati onali t y ascriptions have no non­

tri vial truth conditions , they are ne vertheless trut hcondit i onal, and

acquire their meaning in virtue of the rules for t heir acceptance and

r e j ection. We po inted out that s ince these rules are not deductive they

cannot be seen as ' t r anf e r r ing I truthconditionality . In ef fec t we have

already extended this argument t o ob j ect i vism, in our discus sion of the

c l a im that ob j ect i ve chance ascriptions acquire meaning in t he s ame

indirec t way .

We als o argued in Chapter 3 that if the meaning of an SP r ati on­

ality ascription is expl ained in this way , then the claim that such

expr essions are trut hcond iti ona.l can play no part in an exp lanation of

the fact that we have a use for s uch a combination o f upwar d and down­

ward rules. This argument a l s o seems to extend t o the present case: i n

the absence of a reductive account o f the t r ut h condi t ions of an

objective chance ascription, there seems no way in which t he ob ject ­

ivist' s claim that his combi ned rule of inference has an i ntermediate

truthconditional stage, can bear on the usefulness of the rule itself.



4:13

We have ment ioned above the objectivi s ts ' suggest ion tha t there

is an analogy be tween SP expressions and the theoretical sentences of

scientif ic theories. This c l a im i s a common and persuas i ve one , and i t

i s t empting to see it as defus ing the above arguments, i n two ways :

( i) t o compare the cla i m that nothing t urns on whether SP ut t erances

are sa i d t o be truthconditional t o an instrumentalist argument that

nothing turns on whether there are 'really' theoretical entities; and

( i i ) to see the objection to truthconditionality based on the r elat7.

Ionaj, nature of SP utterances as no more s i gni f i cant than t he supposed

failure of the law of bivalence resulting from presupposition, partic­

ularly in theoretical contexts . But I t hink these comparisons are i11­

f onnded .

For one thing, as we noted above (p . 4 :9) , there is an important

di f ference between chance and theoretical ent i t i es in virtue of the

fact tha t in the theoretica l cas e there are deductive links with non­

theoretical sent ences - or at l east links which are deducti ve so l ong

a s the theoretical s entence s concerned are truthconditi onal. Hence

these cases avoid any analogue to the ci r cul ari t y problem which, as we

saw, plagues ob j ec t i vist accounts.

Moreover, in t he chance case the acceptance and r ej ection rules

l ead to the adoption or r ejection o f a belief as to a particular ~alue

of the chance concerned . It is thus misleading to compare chance i t s e l f

with theoretical enti ties , whose exis t ence i s in questi on in the appl ­

ication of rules for the adoption and re j e cti on o f theories. There i s

no set of possible observa t i ons whi ch would leave chance r anked with

e ther and phlogiston , as a theoret ical entity whose time had pas sed. At

most, for an objectivist, it is an empirical question whe ther there are

chances other than 0 and 1; and even this question is onl y entertained

at "the cost of admitting that in many ordinary SP context s SP utter­

ances do not refer t o objective chances (i. e ., in all t hos e cont exts in
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which ther e is no question o f an empirical discovery that ordinary

speakers are wrong to use t he SP utterances they do - i n fact to use SP

utterances a t al l ) .

We have seen tha t object ivists , like r ational personalists, face

the fol lowing dilemma. If i n order to make chance effectively non­

r el ational they ob j ectify the bas e to which SP ut t e r ances are held to

r ef er . they invite the redundancy argument, that an account of t he many

SP cont ext s in which we act on evidence les s than this object i ve base

will a lso deal wi th t he only caSeS in which s uch an objecti ve chance

account can be useful - those in whi ch our ac tual evi dence coincides

with the obj ective evidence. If on the other hand chance i s said to be

r ela t ive t o evidence which a t least sometimes dif fers from speaker to

speaker , then the ordinary business o f agreeing and disagreeing wi th

SP ut t erances does not in gener a l amount to describing them as ' true '

and •false' in the s t andard sense. So in this case a l s o the truthcond­

i t i ona l interpr etation i s redundant , in a way.

If an objectivist take s the former option , then t he r edundancy

argument provides a s harp cont r ast with instrumentalism. The argument

r es t s on the plausible a ssumption that there i s some adequat e account

of our use of single-case probabi l i t y in contexts i n whi ch we r ely on

l ess than the ob jective evidence (in whateve r sense the ob jectivist

gives this t e rm) . There is no corresponding argument aga ins t e lectrons,

say , because there are no situations t o which e lectron theory is not

appl icable , which both exhibit the kinds of features which electron

theory expl ains in situations to whi ch it is applicable , and are such

that an adequate explanation o f the se features would automat i cally

extend t o t he clas s o f situa t ions t o which electron theory does apply .

Perhaps t here are s cient i f i c t heorie s s ub ject t o a r guments of this

kind, but t he s tandar d r edundancy a r gument for instrumentali s m ­

OCcam' s Razor - is very much weaker.
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If an objectivist takes the latter opt ion , admitting that chance

i s s i gnifi cantly r e l a t i onal in orde r to deal with all SP contexts , then

proposal (i i) f or defusing our arguments against truthcondi t i onality is

r elevant . How is the f a ilure of strict truthcondi t i onality due to the

r elational na t ure of chance different f rom the failure of bivalence due

to presupposition?

For one thing, it is not clear that presupposition doe s l ead to a

f a i l ure of bivalence - that a sentence whose presupposition is fa lse is

neither true nor fal se, r ather than s i mpl y fa lse . Dummett has argued

against this view (which is Strawson' s 2) . Arguing that ' the r oot s o f

the notions of truth and falsity lie in the distinction between a

speaker ' s being, objecti vely , r i ght or wrong in what he says when he

makes an assertion' ~ Dummett asks ' whe t he r there is a p l ace for a

convention tha t determine s, just by the mean ing of an asse rto r ic utter­

anc e of a cer tain form, that, when all the r e l evant information i s

known, the speaker must be said neither to have been r ight nor t o have

been wrong '~ ' I t seems clear that there i s no such p l ace ' , he says~

I f Dummett is right only the presupposition case against s trict

truthconditionality is affected - our argument , from relational chance ,

is not. For if SP utterances are taken to make r eference t o the

s peake r ' s actual evidence (or t o some other s omewhat subject ive base) ,

we need not c l aim that there is any gap between such a speaker 's bei ng

right or wrong - or between his speaking trul y and speaking fa l sely ­

in the standard senses o f t hese terms. The argument i s just tha t no one

does use the standard s enses in s uch a context (and henc e that from the

po int of view of s uc h an obj ectivist account the t rut hconditiona l i ty of

SP utterances i s not r efle cted in this aspect o f or dinary usage) . In

r e f er r i ng t o anothe r speake r ' s SP utter ance as true or fals e, or as

r i ght or wrong, we cons i de r in effect whether we would be prepared to

make the same utterance ; notwithstanding that if we were t o do s o , we
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would be ref err ing to our own evidence , r a ther than that of the other

speaker. Only if our evidence coincides with that of the other speaker

does this way of using ' true' and 'fa l s e ' conform to the truthcond-

i t i onal pat tern .

Thi s way of using ' t r ue ' and ' f a l s e ' r equires that di f ferent

speakers share a common f r amework , no t o f evidence , but of the way in

which t hey express their different po ints of view. It is becaus e every-

body talks in t erms o f probabilitie s t hat one speake r can adapt

another ' s utterance t o his own purpos es simply by saying 'Tha t ' s true'

or ' Tha t ' s false'. In cases of presupposition this i s impos sible: if

your conversa t ion were to pr e s uppose Evolut ion an d mine Creation . there

woul d be no thing in common on which such a linguistic device could

oper ate. (This i s r e lat ed t o the point that what is in doubt for an

obj ect i vi s t i s the va l ue of a chanc e . not the applicability o f the

notion i t sel f ) .

Al though co ntexts of presupposition wi ll the r efore not exhibit

the s ame kind of non-standard use of the not ions of truth and fa lsi t y

as chance ones, they may involve some othe r non-standard use. Dummet t

r e cognises this, but de scribes it as 'the notion of falsity • • • being

understood as more r es tricted than that of an a sser t oric utterance the

6speaker is wrong t o make ' . So he doesn ' t acknowledge the possibi l ity of

such contexts in which the not ion of a speaker's being wrong is also

non -standard, in which a speaker is not s a i d t o be wrong by those who

do not share hi s presupposition (unless wha t he says i s s een as mist-

ak en from h i s own point of view, perhaps) . There seem t o be s c i ent i f i c

cases of thi s kind , particularly in whi ch a number of separate theor ies

apply to a given r an ge of ph enomena, each t heor y exp l a ining some of the

facts better than any of t he ot hers. But i n s uc h a case few people are

committed to one particular t heory ; mos t wi ll wor k i n t e rms of which-

ever is most us e ful for the s i tuat ion at hand, and t here wil l be a
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tendency to deny that what is said describes the 'real ' state of

affairs. The lack of truthconditionality is thus quite open (and seems

to provide no s ignificant objection to Dummett's account) .

These cases are very different from SP contexts, wher e no one

switches from one body of evidence to another and back again , ascribing

chances on the basis of each. Moreover, it is in the most mundane of SP

contexts we r ely on the most subjective evidence , and in whi ch t he lack

of trut hcondi tionality is hence most pronounced. Scientific cases of

t his kind are at the opposite extreme, most distant from everyday

con texts.

It may be that there are more s igni f icant presupposition contexts

in which both 'false' and ' wrong' are used non -standardly. If so, they

will be analogous in this respect to SP contexts (as interpreted by an

objectivist account whi ch takes SP utterances to r ef er to a more or

l e s s subjective base of evidence) - though the nature of the non ­

standard use will differ . But since i t wi l l no t be i n some trivial way

that the utterances involved lack truthconditionality, the possibility

in no way undermines our argument in the SP case. On the contrary , it

a l lows that there may be other contexts in whi ch the t rut hcondi t i onal

v iew is too easily taken for granted.

If there are s uch presupposi tion contexts, the expressions i n­

volved will function as truthcondit ional when ever a group of speakers

share the r el evant presupposition . I n this case the non-standard use of

' false ', 'wrong ' and so on coincides with the standard one. The same i s

t r ue for SP utterances (when a group of speakers share the same evid­

ence), and incidental ly for our query ascriptions of Q-English (Chap­

ter 3) . I t no more shows that we should expect a truthconditional

account of SP utterances in general than i t does f or query ascriptions

or sentences embodying such presuppositions . The apparent truthcond­

iti ona l ity of such cases should be explicable in terms of the general
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account, rather than the other way round .

Thus the supposed analogy between chance and the theoretical

entities of science, exploited by objectivists in several ways, seems

to be a poor one. And although the claim of a similar ity between SP

contexts in which speakers rely on different bodies of evidence , and

contexts of presupposition , f are s a l i t t l e better, it also turns out to

be o f little use in defending objectivism.

Objectivism thus seems no better off than rational personalism,

having to meet a lmost the same objections t o t ruthconditionality. And

we have seen that the one account f rom 2.1 - 2.8 which falls into

neither category - i . e . 2 .5 , the subjectivist option - is not a

satisfactory alternative. So there i s a case for looking further

afield. In Chapter 6 I shall i ntroduce an approach which rejects the

assumption that SP utterances a re a particular kind of assertion .

Before that , in the following chapter, I want to try to balance the

abstract nature of the argument so far with an example of its applic­

ation to an actual account of single-case probabi l ity .

Notes

1. Or Law of Large Numbers, as it is often cal led; see de Finetti

(1964), pp. 124- 7 , for example.

2. Strawson (1950), and (1952 ) , pp. 175-179.

3. Dummett (1978) , p . xvii.

4. ibid. , p. xvi i i.

5. ibid., p , xviii.

6. ibid., p. xviii.



4:19

Bibl i ographical No tes

The view t hat the not ion of rat i onality, or reasonableness,

a~plies in the first instance t o habits of infer ence , r ather than to

s ingl e inferences , i s advocated by Ramsey (who says he takes it f r om

Peirce); thus , ' Fol l owi ng Peirce we predicat e (reasonableness) of a

habi t not of an i ndi vi dua l j udgement ' (Ramsey , 1931, p . 199; s ee also

Ramsey , 1978, pp. 96-98) .

Accounts whi ch treat chance as a theoretical concep t , impl ici t ly

defined by i t s acceptance and/or r e j ec t i on rules , include those of

Braithwaite (1953 , Chapter VI) and Levi (1967, pp . 197- 204) . Mellor

(1971 , p. 57) comments on Braithwaite ' s ' eminently reasonable

approach' , and notes t he remark of Kyburg and SmokIe r (1964 , p . 4)

that ' most statisticians t oday hold views which, while not so f ormal

and explicit as Braithwaite 's, are not es s ent i a l ly different f rom his'.

This account of chance is criticised by Skl ar (1979 ) , who argues

that the proposal t ha t chance statements acquire meaning in virtue of

their r ole in a theory - and particular l y in vi rtue of acceptance and

r e j ection r ule s - undermine s the ontol ogica l s i gn i f icance of the notion

of chance . OUr argument (p. 4 : 12; and for the r a tional personalist

cas e , p . 3 :15) that given such an account of chance , the claim that SP

s ent ences are t ruthconditional can play no part i n explaining the use­

fulne s s of the combined rule of inference, i s similar. Sklar r egards

his conc l us ion about chances (s o defi ned) a s analogous t o s uc h

'instrumentalistic' c l a ims as Quine 's of the underdetermination o f r ad­

i cal translation , in semantics; and Reichenbach ' s of the undetermin­

ation of geometry (Skl a r , 1979, p . 412). Note that these f orms of inst­

rumental i sm are di ffer ent from (and better established than) that wit h

which we cont r asted our objections t o this ki nd of account of obj ecti ve

chance (pp . 4 : 13-14).
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5. MELLOR'S CHANCES.

In this chapter I want to consider the views on single- case

probability of D. H. Mellor. The choice i s not an arbitrary one :

Me l lor 's account is one of the most sensitive to the p roblems of the

single case. It is also one o f the more r ecent accounts, given tha t i ts

original formulation l has very recently been supplemented~

Mellor claims to make sense ' of chances being objective, empir-

3ical and not relational, and applying to the s ingle case '. I n our

terminology, however, his account often seems more rational personalist

than objectivist. Thus the 'main clai m' is ' t hat chance statements

assert some degrees of beli e f to be made more r easonable than others by

objective empirical features of . the world'~ Mellor admi ts p ropensities ,

but not as themselves a variety of objective chance (as propensity

accounts along the lines of 2 .1 and 2 .2 have it). Mellor 's propensities

are dispositions to display, in appropriate circumstances, chance dist-

r ibutions over possible outcomes - i .e. i n effect at least , dist rib-

ut ions of degrees of rationa l partial bel ief.

Among the problems f r om Chapter 3 t o which Mellor 's account thus

seems subject, is that o f saying wha t it means to assert that a partic-

ul a r degree of partial belief is reasonable , i n a given (single) case.

We s uggested that one way to avoid this problem is to argue that s uch

s ingle-case rationality ascriptions have no non-trivial t ruth cond-

itions, but to claim that t hey are t r uthconditional nonetheless ,

picking up their meaning via the rules for their acceptance and

r e j ecti on . Me l lor does not take this line , however. Rather, i n a ke y

argument, he offers a characterisation of the notion of rationality

which is involved in such ascriptions.

The characterisation depends on the following argument , itself

designed to show that when chance is ' s pe c i f i ed as a fact justifying
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degrees o f bel ief ' , it ' wi l l r elate t o frequency in the way we know

5i t does' :

suppose a degr ee p of belief in a coin landing heads is just i f i ed

by knowing that p i s its chance of doing so . To ge t what follows f rom this

s uppo s i t ion about the frequency of heads on repeated t os s es , I appeal

to the l aws of large numbers. By these it f ollows in particular that

as high a degree p ' o f belief as we like , short of 1 , is justified in

any frequency proposition F of the following form: in enough s uch t osses,

the f requency of heads woul d be wi thi n & o f p , where 1:) is any

positive r eal number , however small.

Thi s very h igh degree p ' of beli e f in the propositions F l ooks a s

i f i t needs another chance to justify it; and i f that were so, there

would be an arguably vicious regress . But p ' does not need a chance

t o justify it, as the f ollowing argument shows .

In Chapter s 1 and 2 of (Mellor (19 71» I argued that a degree of

bel ief increasing towards I must turn i nto a full belief before i t

gets there . . • • For a belie f to be j usti f i ed , the r e for e , its just­

ified degree ne ed not be 1; it need only be a degree SUf f i cient l y

close to 1. This being so , it follows tha t as the justified degree of

a bel i e f tends t o 1 , i t will turn into justified belief somewhe re

before i t gets there . Where i t does so wil l depend on context, but

that i s immater ial here , since the laws of l arge numbers can get the

justif ied degree of our belief in any F as c l ose as an y context could

conceivably r equire . So wha t ever the cont ext , our assumpt ion j ust ­

ifi es us i n simply believing every P, and hence i n believing that , in

a s uf f i c i ent l y long r un, the frequency of heads would come i ndefi n­

itely close to t he chance p .

Chances specif i ed as f ac t s justifying degr ee s o f belief do there­

for e entail the co r responding hypothetical l ong run f r equenci e s. 6

Relyi ng on this argument, Me l lor offers the following acc ount o f ' wha t

it i s f or a degree of beli ef t o be just ified by a fact about an

7event '

The sense of j us t i f icati on we r equire has to be factual rather

than , say , moral : an out come of the coi n t oss is t o some degr ee t o be

expec t ed , no t t o be approved or deplored. Ye t justification here is

not a mat t er of making a belief true , s i nce t r uth applies to the

content of a be l ief , not t o i ts s trength . There needs to be some

other mode of justifi cation by facts which r elate s specifi cally to
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t o the degree of a bel ief r a t he r than its content .

To see what this mode of justification is , consider .. . the

connection between betti ng and degree of belie f . . . • I argued in

(Mel lor (197 1» that people 's choices of coherent betting quotients

(CBQs) show how strong they thin, thei r bel iefs are , p rovided they

suppose t he betting situation t o be r es tr i c t ed in specified ways i n

order to exclude any effect on their choice of atti tudes other than

the bel ief whos e strength is t o be measured. I then used t he entail­

ment j ust e s t abl ished to s how that only a t a CBQ : p can I know t ha t

I woul d break even i n a long enough run of bets on coins landing

heads when thei r chance of doing so i s always p. Now under the r es t­

r i ct i ons needed to make my CBQs measure my belief, .•• breaking even

is the bes t r esult I could poss ibly hope to know of. So I have a

p lain gambl i ng r ationale for choosing t hi s CBQ in that situation ; and

hence for having t he degree of belie f which , i n t hat s i tuation , this
8CBQ measures .

The way i n which Me l lor talks about the relation between chance

and par t i al bel ief in these passages perhaps makes his view seem more

object ivist than r ati onal personalist. This i s not entir e ly a t ermin-

ological qu i bb le , fo r we have seen tha t t he t wo approaches depend on a

notion of r ationa lity in di f ferent ways. Howeve r , given that Mellor

admits a ques~ion as to the nature of t he not ion of rati onali t y. or

j ustification, whi ch is re levant to SP contexts , I t hi nk we can ignore

the classi fication i s s ue here .

Not ice t hat Me l l or 's account of the r elevant not ion of j usti f -

i cat i on r elies on an argument i n whi ch t he notion itself plays a

cent ral r ole. I t is not obvious that the circularity i s vicious , but I

think it i s.

The l aws of large numbers are consequences of the standard axioms

of t he probability ca lculus , and are hence sat isfied i n any domain

which provides a model of these axioms. So in the domain of coherent

partial bel iefs, in particular, someone who believes to degree p that a

given coin wi l l land heads when t os s ed should , for coherence , hold an

appropr i a tely high deg ree of partial belief t ha t the f requency of heads
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in a given large number of such tosses will be very close t o p (i f he

holds any belief at all about this f r equency, at l east, and if he

regards the tos s e s as i ndependent; all this can be made more pr ecise) .

In othe r words, the requirement of cohe r ence suffices to ensure that

someone who hol ds a partial belief will, if the matter arises , adopt

the corresponding ef f ec t i vel y full belief that in the s uf f i c i ent l y l ong

run , the freq~ency of whatever it is would come i nde f i ni t e l y close to

the degree of the partial belief. In a gambling context of the kind

Mellor describes , such a person will believe that so long as he always

chooses the CBQ corresponding to his degree of belief, he will break

even in the long run .

Mellor certainly doesn't want to say that any partial belief is

justified, so l ong as the person holding it arranges his beliefs

coherently . So in Mellor's s ens e , justified belief must provide some­

thing more than a full belief in breaking even in the l ong run . What it

provides, he says, is the knowledge that one would do s o - a true and

just i f i ed e f f ec t i ve l y ful l belief.

The claim that a justified partial belief provides knowledge

about the cor r es pondi ng long run , r ests on the main argument , conn­

ecting chance 'specified as a fact justifying degrees of beli ef' with

hypothetical long run frequency . This argument runs with an as yet

undefined notion of j us t i f i ca t i on . Although this procedure is not

necessarily objectionable in its elf, it i s crucial to the argument that

an effectively full belief which is jus t i f i ed in this undefined sense,

i s also justified in the sense standardly associat ed with full beliefs

(whatever sense that may be) , and is t herefore true . As we have seen ,

if a partial belief is s aid to be justified if it cohe r es with t he rest

of t he ho lder' s beliefs , the limiting argument licensed by the l aws of

large number s shows that the corr esponding ful l beli ef in a hypothe t ­

i cal l on g run f r equency will be justified in the s ame s ens e ; but t his
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Hence it needs to be established that the argument is dealing

with a notion of j ustification which, so to speak , behaves properly in

the limiting cases . But how is t his possible, i f the conclusion of this

argument is required in order to define the notion of justifi cation for

a par t i al belief?

The required behaviour in the limiting cases might be taken as

a t heor et i ca l assumpt ion of an account whi c h says that the relevant

concept of justificat ion i s a theoretical one , with no reductive defin-

i t i on . We have noted moves of this ki nd at several points in previous

chapters. Here the difficulty is t hat it leaves just ification defined ,

effect ively , i n terms of the hypothetical l ong run f requency ; or in

terms of whatever i t i s that is held to j ustify - in the sense in which

justified true belief is knowledge - a true belief with res pec t to the

l ong run frequency. And these are options which Mellor explicitly

r e j ec t s :

What has a disposition to produce a long r un f r equency of heads

on other, mostly nonexistent, tosses to do with my prospects of

ge tting heads on this actual toss? It is no use doing what Hacking

0 965, p. 135) does with his "fr equency principle" , namely i n effect

defining t he concept of justification or support to be s uch t hat

this disposition supplies it. That j us t provokes the question: why

should I adopt for t hi s toss the degree of belief that i s justified

i n that sense? And to that question I know of no suffic ient answer .
9

I n other words, if the required notion of justification is introduced

as a theoretical concept, anchored by the assumpt ion that it cor r es-

ponds to the standard noti on in the l i mit i ng cases, it l ea ves open what

is then the central question: why ought we to believe what is just­

ified, i n this theoretical sense? lO

Mellor draws an analogy between knowledge of chances and know-

ledge of colours. The above passage continues:

We cannot get t o justified degrees of belief starting f rom f requ-
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encies , actual or hypothetical , or from dispos iti ons t o produce them.

The onl y way t o s t ar t , as wi th colour, i s by specifying t he fa ct by

the degr ee of belief it is supposed to j ust i fy. And if we do tha t ,
11the f requencies, as we (have seen), . •. take care of themselves.

Specifying single -case probab i litie s by the degr ee s of belief they

justify , or make r easonable , i s the essence of r ational personalism.

Its great str ength , as we s aw in Chapt e r 2 , and as Mellor emphasises ,

i s t o avoid t he objec t ivi s ts ' problem wi t h the downwar d r ule; to avoid

the question : why shoul d we adop t par t ial beliefs, and ac t , i n accord-

ance with o ur estimat es of chance? However , as we als o saw, t he cost of

this move i s to shift t he burden of providing t ruth conditions f or SP

utter ances on to a notion of s ingle- case r ationali t y . In Chapter 3 we

ar gued, i n e ffect, that it is doubtful whether this notion i s capabl e

of bearing this weight .

The ana l ogous step in the col our cas e is simple in compa r i son .

The f ac t that ther e i s a (more-or -Iess) invariant causal connection

be t ween an object ' s b e ing of a certain colour and the r e sul t i ng s tate

of belief o f a normal observe r gi ves a r e l atively clear s i ng le-case

sense to the no tion of a col our bel ief bei ng j us t i f ied. The close

a s s ociation bet ween ' j us tified' and ' true ', sai d of full beliefs,

depends on the single-case app l i ca t ion of the notion of j us t i f ica t i on

involved .

I t seems t o me that Mel lor o f f ers no adequate alternative sense

of j us t i f i ca t ion for the chance case . The sense he does of f e r , in t he

argument we have discussed, seems unsatis factory.

I n view o f the proposed analogy between chance and colour, i t

mi ght seem plausible that the adopti on of partial beliefs is a l so a

causal matter. Thus t he claim would be that s t anda r d humans r eac t to

cer t a in kinds of situations in s t andard ways, by adopting certa i n

partial bel iefs . Given t hat s t anda r d humans are ' pr ogr ammed ' in a

particular way, their adopt ion of these beliefs i s a direc t r es ul t o f
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the relevant f ea t ure s of the situations concerned.

I think this is on the right track. However, it will no t a l low

r a t i onal i t y (or justification) ascriptions to be taken as repor ting ,

or describing , such a causal inference. To read ' A degree p of partial

belief that q is j us t i fied ' along t he l ines of ' A standard human is

l ead to adopt a degree p of belief that q in these circumstances ' will

s imply invite the quest ion : i s i t r e as onabl e to behave in t he standard

way in this case? I n the colour case t he analogous ' A standard human

would see this as green' prompts an analogous question: is it r eal l y

green? In both cases the question would be senseless , or trivial, i f

the s tate of belief resulting f rom the causal i nf e r ence were abou t the

inference itself , in the way proposed.

The main di f ference between the two cases is t hat only in the

chance one is t here a serious proposal l eadi ng. as we have seen, t o the

claim that the beliefs and utterances which r es ul t from the causal

inferences concerned are about these inferences . This proposal - an

o ffshoot of the rational personalist programme - was a reaction t o

doubts raised on several grounds as to the truthconditional ity of SP

ut terances. If objections were t o be r a i s ed to the truthconditiona lity

of colour ascriptions, this difference might vanish . It would then turn

out that colour ascriptions cannot be made t ruthconditional by being

taken to be about the effec ts of s itua tions on the minds of s t andard

humans. Just as with chances . such a proposa l does not adequately

r epr e s en t the standard use of colour ascriptions . which might therefore

be taken be taken to be non-assertive expressions of ' colour attitudes '

towards objects.

This doesn't mean that the only difference between chances and

colours is that, so to speak , we are at present objecting to the t ruth­

conditionality only of utterances about the former. I t is rather that

the case against truthconditionality is much stronger for chances than
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for col ours .

We have seen that i t i s t he re l a t ional character o f s i ngl e - cas e

probability whi ch casts most doubt on t he t r uthcondi tional ity o f SP

utte r ances . The r e s ult i ng propos al that such expressions make impl i cit

r eference t o ' the existing evidence ' f ace s a dilemma: if the noti on of

the exi s t ing evidence i s taken subj ectively, the r esulting truthcond-

itional expressions fai l to represent the way in whi ch the notions o f

t ruth and f a lsity are associated wi th SP utterances in use; but i f

' exis t ing evidence ' is taken objectively, there will be many situations

in which SP utterances depend on evidence o f a less objective level. In

the l a tter cas e t he proposed truthconditi onal account faces a r edund-

ancy problem: if some other account can make sense of context s i n which

SP utterances depend on evi dence l es s t han thi s obj ective base , what is

to prevent us us i ng th i s other account, r a ther than the truthcondit-

l anaI one, in cas e s in which the l evels of evidenc e coincide?

Mellor takes the latter course , and makes it c l ea r f rom the s tart

that he is not offering an account of all SP contexts:

My project i s •.• limi t ed. I am concer ne d only wi th statistical

probabi l i ty , which I call ' chan ce' . The chances of coins landing

heads , of peopl e dying and of radioactive atoms decaying concern me ;

the probabilities inconclusive evidence per haps lends to hypotheses
12on these and other matter s do not.

As the bas e of evidence on which a chance ascription depends, Mel l or

takes the extent of what is causal ly avai l able, to a being of our

limited ' concept ua l and per cept ua l abilities,~3 This is s ufficiently

objective t o avoid the s itua t ion in whi ch two speak e r s i n conversation

are r efe r ring to different bodies of evi dence : if two speakers are i n

s uf f i c ient causal contact t o enable them t o conve r s e , then p r es umabl y

what is causally availabl e to one i s causa l l y ava i l abl e to the other .

Hence Mellor i s ab l e to c l a i m that chance is non - re l ational. However,

there are many SP contexts in which the evi dence on which a speaker
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r elies , and on whi ch he bases some ac tion , is less than is causally

avai lable to him (we gave examples in Chapter 3, p. 3: 12) . I f an
.\

adequate account can be given of our be havi our i~ these contexts - as

presumably it can - why sho uld it fai l to deal with the contexts to

which an account such as Mel lor 's applies?

Mellor seems to feel that this argument goes the wrong way:

'Inductive probabil iti es are, I suspect , al l descended f rom chances' ,

l 'he says . He of fers the followi ng a r gument:

Perhaps however there does not need t o be a chance of snow , only

an i nductive probabi lity of i t relative t o truth-making facts about

temperature and pressure? Not so . Bayes ian decision theory does need

chance s , as J eff r ey .•• has remarked. Suppose I am a smoker deciding

whe t her t o give up t he habit because of my f ea r of cancer. For me,

smoki ng "dominates " not smoking , 1. e . I shal l prefer to smoke whether

I have cancer or no t . But I also know I should very much prefer not

t o have cancer , and I t hink cancer much more p robable i f I smoke . I n

short, the degrees of my r elevant beliefs and desires make the theory

tel l me to give up smoking . And so I should, but on ly i f what j ust ­

ifies the degrees of my conditional bel ie fs are propensities , not

merely inductive probabilities. Since I prefer to smoke in any case ,

I would be a fool to quit i f my smoking were merel y better evidence

than my not smoking for t he hypo t hesis that, whe t her I smoke or not ,

I shal l get cancer . Quitti ng can only be justified i f it i s an action

whi ch will cause a change i n my prospects, namely a reduct ion i n the

probabi l ity of my get ting the disease. But a probabi lity which has

causes is a part of the phys i cal world, not merely part of inductive

l ogic ; that is , . •• a chance. I n other words, inductive probabi l ities

are not enough to make sense of • .• Bayesian decision theory. The work

objective probability has to do there can on l y be done by chance. 15

I don 't want to defend inducti ve probabi l ities as a means o f

supplying t ruth cond itions to SP utt era nces. But I do want to dispute

that ob jective chances are essent ial to decisions of the smoking kind .

Consider the following case: I have been arrested for robbery , in

circumstances which leave me no defence. I know I will be convicted,

and would like as short a sentence as possible. A sympathetic court
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official, in charge of scheduling cases , offers me a choice of Judge A

or Judge B. Judge A, he tells me , gives a short sentence (in the event

of conviction) in every second case on his l i s t ; Judge B, in every

thi rd case. He exp lains that although he could f ind out where I will be

on t he lis t of whichever jUdge I choose - and hence whether I will ge t

a s hort sentence - it would give t he game away to make t he necessary

enqui r ies , and although I would have a short sentence , he would l os e

his job. So I have to choose without t his extra i nf ormati on. Obviously

I should choose J udge A.

Whichever j udge I choose , however, i t is only a matter of object­

ive chance whether I get a shor t sentence in t he t r i vi al sense t ha t my

chance of do ing so i s a or 1 - if ' ob j ec t i ve chance ' i s taken in

Mellor's sense , at any rate. On the evidence causal ly avai lable i t is

effectively certain whether or not I get a short sentence, once I have

chosen my judge; and the r e i s no guarantee that in choosing Judge A I

increase my chance of a short sentence - I may make i t O.

The example r es t s on the fac t that not all t he evidence causally

avai l able to the court official and me i s in f ac t available to us,

given t he practica l constraints of t he s ituation . So i t might be

objected that chance ascriptions refer i mplic i tly not t o t he evidence

causally available in principle , but to what is available in practice .

The t rouble with this i s that it is too subjective; i t a llows for

s i tuations in which two speakers in conversation ar e r e f err i ng t o diff­

erent bodies of evidence . The problems t hi s l eads to for t ruthcond­

i t ionality , we have already seen.

A diff erent move, perhaps, would be to claim that i n such a case

we make use Qf ob jective chances as a useful fiction, though r ecog­

nis ing that t hey are not strictly appl icable . This r uns into very

serious difficulties, however .

For one thing, in the supposedly analogous cases on which this
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claim will depend - cases i n which scientific theories are held to be

used a useful fictions - i t seems i mpor t ant that some explanation be

avai l able , at least in principle, of the fact that a theory which is

acknow ledged to be false i s none t heles s useful. Such explanations are

of several kinds . Somet imes the false theory provides a close approx-

imation , i n so me sense, in a certain range of cases , even t hough it has

been r eplac ed i n general by a theory whi ch dea l s with these cases and

others besides; then i t i s the ne w theory which justifies the continued

use of the old one in a r estricted r ange of cases . Newtonian mechanics

i s the best-known example of such a superseded t heory. I n other cases a

theory may depend on as s umpt i ons whi ch are known f rom the start to be

false, but which are regarded as us ef ul idealisationsl t he assumption

o f continuity i n t he treatment o f f luids i s an example. The fact that

s uch an assumption does not lead to serious error seems usually t o be

explicable in t erms of the theory in vi rtue of which t he assumption is

r ega r ded as f a l s e (in the f luid case, i n terms of molecular theory ­

particularly the extreme smal l ness o f molecules i n r e l a tion to ordinary

f luid bodies ).

No account of these kinds seems possible in the chance case .

There seems to be no r elevant sense i n which my choice of J udge A

approximates t o one based on a real objective chance (in Mel lor 's

sense). And s ince my position on t he court l i s t of whichever judge I

choose determines whether my chance of receiving a shor t sentence is 0

or 1, the objective chance account does not justify my acting i n ignor ­

ance of this position.

It might be said that my decis ion approximates t ha t of someone

faced wi t h the same choice , but whose position on the l i s t of the judge

he chooses is not causally available to him even i n principle. Assuming

that s uch a person has no greater chance of receiving one position than

another on the list of whichever judge he chooses, his objective chance
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of a sho r t sentenc e i s 1/2 i f he chooses J udge A, and 1/ 3 if he chooses

Judge B. My decisi on closely res embl es this per son's , the claim woul d

be , so I s hould act in the s ame way .

But why ' should' I do so? I f the account i s to paral lel the

scient ific cases i n which fals e theories are useful fic tions, and i s t o

support Mellor 's claim that chanc e is indispensable in making such

deci s ions , then chance must somehow explain why I s hould beh ave i n this

way . Now we have seen tha t ob j ectivists have trouble wi t h t he quest ion

to which t his one p r esupposes an answer, a s to why one should choose

betting quotient s (for example) i n accordance with one 's estimate of

the ac tual chance. We have seen also (pp . 5: 5-6) that Me l lor r ecogni s es

the i mportance o f the l a tter question , and that t he rat ional person­

alist aspects of his account are an attempt to provide a sol ution. But

we have argued that he f ai l s t o establish an adequate not i on of ration­

a l i ty, or jus tifi cat i on. This continuing di fficulty with t he downward

rule suggest s i t i s rather unlikely tha t chance can play a crucial r ole

i n the present case , which involves action on l es s than an estimate of

t he actual chance .

I f this impression i s mistaken , moreover , s uch a ' useful f i ction'

account i s in great dan ger of be i ng too successful . I f it es t ablishes

unreservedly that it i s r easonabl e for us to behave as someone should

for whom t he evidence ava i l able i n pr inciple , is just the evidence we

have i n f act , i t will r un i nt o an objection raised by Ayer to certain

types of relational and f r equency accounts o f p robabil ity : that it is

unc l ear why, given the choice , we should prefer probabi lity judgements

based on l arge r amounts of eVidence~6 No matter how l ittle evidence we

have , we can i magine someone to whom no more is available, even i n

pr inciple . I f i t i s therefore r ea sonable to act in the way that this

imagi ne d person should, according to wha t are for him the objective

chances , then why s hould we ever take the t rouble to obtain more
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evidence? More general second-level evidence might i ndicate that the

more f i rst-level evidence we pay attention t o, t he more chance we have

of being success ful (in so me sense) i n our resulting behaviour . But why

should t his concern us , if we have yet to be convinced of the advant ­

ages of t aking into account more than our present (firs t -level )

evidence?

Thus i t seems that ob jective chances , i n Me l lor 's sense , a re no

help in expl a ining and justi fy i ng my choice of J udge A r a ther than

Judge B. Ye t t his s imple piece of Bayesian decision theory differs

s i gni ficantly f rom Me l lor 's smoking example on ly i n the nature of the

obstacle which pr events the agent concerned obta ining more information

r elevant to his decision . The smoker knows that smoke rs encounter

carcinogens more frequently than do nonsmokers, and wi s he s t o avoid

such contact himsel f . But he doesn ' t kno w whether i f he continued to

smoke he would actual l y encounter s uch s ubstances i n sufficient quant ­

ity t o give him cancer (o r whe t her he would do so - or has al ready done

so - even i f he now gives up smoking) . The pr isone r knows t ha t people

t r ied by J udge B r ece ive l ong sentences more frequently than those

t r ied by J udge A, an d want s to avoid one himsel f . But he doesn' t know

whether he would in fac t do so even if he went before J udge B, or f ail

to do so before J udge A. (Note that i t would be easy to add t o t he

l atte r example somethi ng analogous t o individual variat ion i n suscept­

ibi lity to a given carcinogen). There seems to be no di f fe rence be tween

the t wo cases sufficient to show tha t objective chances p lay an essen­

tia l role in guiding and j ust i f ying our behaviour i n the f ormer one ,

given t hat they p lay no such r ole in t he l a tter .

We have been discuss ing a passage which seemed t o indicate

Mellor 's r e spons e to our redundancy argument - i.e. to the claim that

s ince there i s presumably some adequate account o f contexts in whi ch SP

ut t erances depend on l es s than an objective bas e of evidence, and such
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an account can be expected to deal with the remaining SF contexts as

well, there is no need for a separate objective chance account (and

hence that if only objective chances enable SP utterances to be const­

rued as truthconditional, the truthconditional view is itself redun­

dant). Note that this claim does not commit us to denying that there

are contexts in which SP utterances appear to be truthconditional, in

various ways; and in which terms such as 'probability' and 'chance'

appear to have objective reference. On the contrary, we have argued

that what most reveals the l ack of truthconditionality of SP utterances

is the dependence of many of them on subjective bases of evidence - in

which case (as we have noted, p. 4:17) it is to be expected that when a

group of speakers share a common base of evidence, their SP utterances

will appear truthconditional. Such speakers will associate the terms

'true ' and ' f a l se' with SP utterances in what , given an objectivist or

rational personalist reading of these utterances , will seem to be the

standard way - the way associated with the notion of a truth condition.

In such a context it will not be necessary to admit, for example, that

the response 'That 's false ' to an SF utterance constitutes not a crit­

icism of the previous speaker, in the usual sense - not a standard

denial of what has just been asserted - but rather the expression of a

different point of view.

There seem to be contexts i n which such a common base of evidence

is the norm, and in which the subjective character of SP utterances is

therefore well hidden. It is these contexts which have appeared to

require a notion of objective chance, in order to explain the meaning

and use of the SP utterances involved; or at l ea s t to admit such a

notion , in the absence of some of the difficulties of other SP cont­

exts. I have suggested, however , that the relation of these contexts

to more subjective ones i s that of special to general cases. If so ,

then the search for an account of objective chance seems misconceived:
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what i s needed is an account of the general case , from which an account

o f the s peci a l cases can be expected t o follow.

loklreover, even if we put aside the r edundancy argument there are

still problems t o do with t he c l as s of cont ext s which ar e suppo s ed to

involve objective chances . For one thing , the most p l ausibl e ca s es are

usually he ld t o be scientific ones . But i t i s impo r tant to bear i n mind

that many o f t he express i ons used in scientific contexts i n which terms

s uch as ' chance ' and ' pr obabi l i t y' occur are not SF expres s i ons, but

r a t her statistical general isations of some kind. There is no way t o

paraphrase ' A r adium atom has a 50\ chance of decaying in 1622 yea r s '

in the form ' The r e is a 50\ chance that q ' , where q is a wel l-f ormed

sent en ce , for example . It i s possibl e that such generalisations can be

given t ruth conditions other than in terms of ob j ec t i ve chances (in

terms of frequen c i es , say). So the apparent truthconditionality of such

expression s cannot be taken as an argument f or ob j ec t i ve chances in the

same way as t hat o f SP utterances. I t also has t o be shown tha t no

other acconnt will do the job (over and above a s imil a r demonstration

in the SP cas e - and , we should perhaps add, an argument i n both cases

that apparent i nd icates r eal truthcondi t i onal i t y ) .

A more serious diff iculty for an account s uch as Mellor 's i s that

it is not clear that in a ll cont exts in whi ch a group of speakers share

a common base o f evidence , wi th the result that their SP utterances

appear truthconditional , this common base lie s a t the same level o f

objectivity as in other such contexts . In fact it is not difficult to

see that s uch cont exts differ a great deal in this r espect . A group o f

doctors discussing a patient's chances o f survival may all be r elyi ng

on the same evidence ; but know t hat i f anothe r piece of equ ipment was

ava i labl e , say, t heir es t i mat e might be quite di f ferent. The same

patient 's fr i ends might s har e anot her body of evi dence , and dispute his

chances on that basis. In gener a l when a given even t or proposition
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instantiates various different de scriptions or gene r a l isat ions , di f f ­

er ent theo r ies may ascribe it different chances . I n the context of any

one such theory the relevant SP expressions will function truthcondit­

ionally, but t heir doi ng so does not provide evidence of a real ob ject­

ive chanc e . For which t heory-relative chance would i t be?

In other words , the ob j ect ivism of usage which r esults f r om the

fact that a group of speak e r s may base their SP utterances about a

certain matter on the same body of evidence, does not in i t s e l f seem

t o indi cate that such speakers are referring to non-relational ob ject­

ive chances , as Mellor proposes . Features of many, if not all, such

context s actually s eem to preclude th i s interpretation . At this poi nt

our previous remark, that expressions such as 'A r adium atom has a 50\

chance of decaying in 1622 yea r s ' are not of SP f orm , is r e l evan t . It

is t empting t o fall back on s uc h expressions as examples o f the use of

chances which are secure from the ob j ection that a given event may be

given different chances under different descriptions . But they are

s ecure from this ob j ect ion precisely because t hey are s t a t i s t ica l

generalisations rather than SP expr essions. And hence they provide no

support for the c l a i m that objective chances are needed t o account for

our usage and behaviour with respect to the s i ngl e case .

This kind of pr obl em i s not peculiar t o Mellor ' s vi ew of chance,

but plagues a ll the standard accounts . A hypothet i ca l l ong-r un frequency

view, f or exampl e , relies on the idea of the repetition of the situation

to whose outcome a chance is to be applied. But as is often po i nt ed out,

what counts as a repetition depends on how the s i t ua t i on is character­

ised . Saying what is t o be included i n the characterisation is just t he

prob lem of spec i fyi ng the relevant l evel o f evidence . However Mell or

has an unusual response to t he point we have just raised: he a l l ows for

' an event instantiating more than one s t a t i s t ica l law, attaching diff­

erent chances to t he same result ·~7 ' Ther e is nothing paradoxi ca l in
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one outcome of an event having t wo chances ' , he says , ' even if it i s

uncommon. All it means is that two degrees of t he s ame belief could

both be ob j ect i ve l y j usti fied; and that can be so even if no one could

18actually have them both at once . '

I think the difficulty with this proposal i s Ayer 's ob j ec t i on ,

which we have noted above (pp . 5 : 12-13) . If an event has di fferent

chances under different characterisations, in what sense can it be

better to adopt a partial belief cor r e spondi ng to one rather than

another? And what motive can there be f or preferring a chance based on

more evidence t o one based on l es s ? We have seen that it won 't do t o

rely on a second-level chance ascription t o answer t hes e questions,

because while the answers are in doubt we have no reason t o heed t he

evidence on which such a second- leve l ascription woul d be based. I t

doesn't follow that no satisfactory an swer s exist; but it seems there

can be none in terms not available to a f requentist , s ay , f or whom the

parallel question i s ' Why should we act on t he basis of the most comp­

l ete available frequency evi dence? '. Mellor in particular claims t o do

better than the frequentists, in avoiding thi s kind of question. But he

can onl y do so if chances are unique and non-relational - a state of

affairs which we now see r eceives far l ess s uppor t from the apparent

t ruthconditionality of much of the ordinary us e of SP expressions than

might at first be s upposed .

I want to end this chapt er with some remarks about a r espect in

which Mell or's account s eems more i n accor d with t he view I sha l l be

s uppor t i ng than are most accounts of s i ngle-case probability . Mellor

says that the reason ' i t has proved s o ha r d to frame an acceptable

account of objective chance ' is t ha t ' people naturally f eel that , if

chance i s ob j ecti ve , it mus t make t r ue be liefs with some char ac t er istic

content', ' supposing that t he only obj ec t i f ying j ob facts can have t o
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But this i s not so , as we may see i n ethics. An objectivist there

will naturally give t ruth condi t ions , such as; ' X is good ' is true

i f and only if X is good. This truth condition, like that for chance,

is not tri t e; to give it, t he objectivist has to t hink there are

f ac t s s uch as X being good , and that X's having some other properties

woul d make t ha t fac t obtain. But he is not thereby commit ted to

thinking that this f ac t ' s r ole i s to make true a belief whos e content

i s that X i s good. Obviously not ; i t s role i s objectively t o just i fy

a mental state quite different f r om bel ief, namely approving of X.

The content of a l l the r elevant bel iefs about X i s enti rely non ­

moral. Morality , l i ke chance , has no subject matter of its own. I t

may be objective non etheless ; beliefs are not the only ment al states

capabl e of object ive just ification. Fai l ure to see this under lies t wo

views i n e thics whi ch co rrespond closely to f requency and subjective

views of chance. One tries to provide a distinctive content for the

belief that X is good; e .g. that X promotes human happiness . The

ot her sees that t his misses the whole point of moral ity (since it

r emains an open quest ion whe t he r one should approve of promoting

human happiness or anything else) , and concludes that there i s no

objective goodness at al l .

Properly to recognise both objective goodness and objective

chance , we need to extend our conception of facts as suppliers only

of true beliefs . 20

Note , fi rs t ly, that views to which Me l lor i s objecting here can

agree that t he ul t imate r ole of a chance fact i s to justify a partial

belief. Objectivist views which r ecognis e the question ' Why does a f ull

belief about a chance make reasonable a co rresponding partial belief? '

(as a l l such views should) do so because they r ecogni se that the key

r ol e of chance f ac t s is in some sense to guide our partial beliefs and

hence our actions . The i s s ue here is thus whet her there are r eally full

belie f s about chance f ac t s, as a s tep in the process whe r eby such f ac t s

carry out this function. Mellor is appa r ent l y denying that t her e are

such beliefs . I think he is r i gh t about this , but it is a view whi ch

seems to me to be difficult to reconcile wi t h other aspects of his
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account.

One pr oblem is this : given t hat we do say t hings like: 'There is

a chance of 1/ 2 that this coin wi ll l an d heads when I next t os s i t ',

Mel l or apparently has to claim either (i) tha t s uch an ut t eran ce does

not make an assertion about one of the object ive chances whos e exist -

ence he accepts ; or ( i i) that i t does make s uc h an assertion , b ut that

what it as s erts cannot be bel ieved t o be the case i n the usual way . I f

(1) , then what could be the evidence for t hi nking t ha t t here are

object i ve chances (given tha t apparen t assert ions about s uc h things are

in fact to be taken as examples of some kind of non - asserti ve idiom) ?

But if (i i) , t hen wha t notion of bel ief could be i nvolved? And what

no t ion o f assertion ? On the usual view (summar ised in 1 .9 - 1.12 ,

pp. 1: 9-10 ), an assertion character istical ly r e sult s f rom, and i s a key

display of , a co r responding effect i ve l y ful l belief . Moreover, i f there
:" .-1\ (

are ob jective chances t hen someone who i s prepared. to...an assert ion s uch

as the above one will presumably exhibit t he non - linguistic behaviour

which would ordinar i ly be taken as displaying the disposition i n whi ch

the f ull be l ief a s sociat ed with this a s s ertion would consist . That i s ,

r oughly, such a person will behave as i f t here is a chance of 1/2 that

t he coin wi l l l and heads; he will be wi lling to bet a large stake f or a

smal l ret urn tha t there is this chance , for example , and i n general

wi ll behave i n whatever way i s t o his advantage i f ther e i s such a

chance. What non-arbitr ary grounds - ot her than an accep t ance that

t here are really no such things as objective chances - co uld there be

f or denying that he actual ly has the bel ief of which this behaviour i s

the display, according to t he usual p icture of bel ief? Of course we

woul d expect such a person als o to have the disposition character istic

of a partial bel ief of degree 1/ 2 in a result o f heads. Say ing why he

should ho ld the l a tter dispos ition , given that he holds the former one ,

i s f or an ob ject ivist the task of justifying the downward rule of
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inference (of solving t he l i nk problem, as we ca l l ed it in Chapter 2) .

I t doesn 't help in doing so t o refuse t o call the former dispos ition

a belief .

Mellor s ays t hat 'for me to think t here i s a chance of hea ds i s

f or me t o have a degr ee of belief in heads and t o think it justified

b f abo h · , 21 S h· h fy some act ut t e coan toss . 0 to say t ere 1.S a c ance 0

heads i s pr esumably t o expr es s this partial belief and to say, at least

impl i citly , that it is justified. It is remarks like these which give

Mellor's account its r ational personalist character. Rational person-

a l i sm demons t r at es that so long as there is an adequate notion of

single-case rationality, or justification, SP utterances and beliefs -

including those which mention chances - can quite wel l be construed as

assertions and beliefs about rationa l partial be l i e f . Mellor thinks

that there i s s uch a notion of justification (we have s een that he

takes pains to define it) , and a t least a t some points s eems close t o

the rational personalist use of it . So from his point of view his

re jection of bel iefs about chances 'with some charact eris tic content '

seems uneces sary . Thus although I am in s ympathy with the move i tself,

I t hi nk i t fits uneasily with other features o f Mellor' s account.
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6. PARTIAL ASSERTIONS.

The previous chapters have been critica l but not constructive. We

have argued against an assumption which seems to underlie most existi ng

accounts o f s ingle-case probability , but have not s uggested a view

whi ch escapes t he se argument s. I want now to outline s uc h an account.

This approach , not s urpris i ngly , will f ace obje ctions o f its own. I

shall try to defend it against some of these her e and in l ater

chapters .

The vi ews we have been cr i t icising had in common the assumption

t hat SP ut terances a re a particular species of as s ertion , as the basis

of their various answer s t o 1.5. And i t is this assumpt ion we have been

a iming to cr i t icise, more than the particular accounts which rely on

i t . SO an alternative account should r e j e ct this assumption, placing SP

utterances in some other l inguis tic category .

In order t o see what this category sho uld be , I think it wi l l be

hel pful t o observe that language i s among other things a means by

which a ment al s tate in one person can give rise to a certain mental

state in another person - the nature of the latter mental state

depending on the nature of the former one . This kind of conn ection

occurs in non - l inguistic ways as well - for example when X's desire t o

hop causes him to do so, whi ch resul ts in an awareness of X's hopping

i n the mind of Y. But l anguage seems to be distinguished particul arly

by its us e of a system o f conventional signs, the convent ions employed

by the speaker needing to be understood by the hear er for the connec­

t ion in quest ion t o be established.

Even when this condition i s satisfied, by no means all utterances

connect a pair of mental sta tes in a straightforward way . Many thi ngs

can go wrong: there may be no hearer; the speaker may be insinc ere , or

talking unconsciously (as in sleep); t he hearer may not trust the
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speaker, or his judgement; and so on. We s hall see below that the

possibilities depend to some extent on the nature of t he utterance

concerned . However , in general it seems t o make sense to ask o f a given

ut t er an ce what mental states i t would have causal ly connected , if a l l

the necessary conditions had been sati sfied.

The importance of t his move i s t hat i t promises to provide a

means of classi fying ut t erances in terms of a classificat ion o f mental

states: the category of an ut terance wi l l depend just on t he categories

of the ordered pai r of men t a l states which the utt eran ce i n quest i on

would, i n i deal c i rcumstances , causal ly connect. I t i s true t ha t t his

approach is limit ed by several factors. It s eems too dependent on

acce s s to a speaker 's intent ions t o be appl ied as a primary cla ssific ­

at i on of a langua ge we don 't speak ourselves , for example. And it

r elie s on an ability to classify mental states independent ly of the

types of utterance to whi ch t hey characteristica l ly lead (and f rom

which they character istical ly result). But these l imi t a t i ons do not

r estric t certain us es of t hi s t echnique for classi fying utterances ­

which seems, in particular , to be a us e f ul approach to SP ut terances .

It is not obvious that this technique wi l l give us categor ies of

utt erance cor r espondi ng to more us ua l classifications. But if making

possibl e causal l i nk s be t ween mental states of different minds i s the

f W'ldamental r ole of l anguage, then i t would not be s urprising if diff­

erences wi th r e spect to this role turn out to under l ie wha t have been

seen as the s igni ficant divisions of t he class of all utterances . This

seems to be the case, most i mport antly, for the class of·asser tions, f or

which the r e l evan t pai r of ment al states is a pair of effectively f ull

beliefs with a common content . That is, when all t he conditions are

satisfied, X's assertion that q t o Y is the means by which X's be l i e f

that q gives r i s e t o Y's belief that q ; i f X hadn' t made the asser t ion,

Y woul dn 't have come to have that beli ef a t that time (and given that
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x i s speaking s incerely, and s o on , he wouldn' t have made the a s s erti on

if he di dn't have the belief that q).

I n these terms , we have offered three main t ype s of argument

against t he view that SF ut t eran ces a r e assertions. One involved exhib­

iting the difficulties which r e sult from the admission of f ull bel ief s

about probabil ities , as wel l as the co r responding part i a l beliefs.

Another consisted i n cr i ticising certain proposed accounts of the

characteris tic content of such a f ul l belief . And the third involved

arguing t hat va r ious grounds which might be thought t o show t hat there

i s some such content, do not in fact support this conclusion.

If these arguments have any force, then a nat ura l suggestion, in

view of this characterisat ion of an assertion, is that SF utterances

characteristically t ransfer partial beliefs, r a t her than effectively

f ull ones. I f the condi t i ons are right , X's utterance o f 'I t i s p rob­

able tha t q ' i s the means whereby his high degree of partial bel ief

that q gives r ise t o a high degr ee of par tial belief tha t q on the part

of Y. I t i s the partial belief that q that the utterance transfers,

rather than - as the assertive view wo uld have it - a ful l belief tha t

it is probable that q.

By recognising only t he partial bel ief in an SF context, this

proposal avoids the difficulties whi ch stem from the admission of an

associated ful l belief . But doing without the ful l belief may seem a

danger ous move, given that we have apparently taken mental states to be

wel l -defined without r e ference to t he na t ure of the utterances t o which

they characteristical ly give ris e (so as to c l ass i fy these ut t er ances

in terms of their as s oc i a t ed mental stat es) . For suppose i t turns out

that there are well-def i ned ful l beliefs such as the belief that it i s

probable that q. The proposal wi l l then be shown t o be false .

The short answer to thi s i s that we are not r eal ly taking mental

states to be so independent of their linguistic expressions . Rather we
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are taking advantage of the i r clos e r e l a t i e:n t o their linguisti c

manifestations to c lassif y some of the latt er in terms of the ment a l

s tates with whi ch they are associat ed . The r eas on for do i ng so , in this

cas e, i s that the no tion o f a part i a l belief i s much mor e widely accep­

ted and understood than that of t he ca tegory o f utterance we a re prop­

os i ng; so there i s a c l ear advantage in defining the utterance in terms

of the belief . This i s not to say it i s possible to decide what mental

s t a t e i s pre sent in a given instance without at the s ame time deciding

the ca t egory of a s soc iated utterances. On the cont r ary , it may be

impossible to decide the mental s t a te if a possibl e cat egory o f as s oc­

i a t ed utterance is over looke d - as the present case may illustrate.

Lack of attention t o f orms of utt erance other than a s serti on seems to

have largely prevented the development o f accounts of single-case prob­

abi l ity without ful l be liefs .

Roughly speaking , a full belief that p is displayed by a person

who acts as if p , and i s prepared t o asser t that p in appropri ate

circumstances . Now an obj ect i vi s t who thinks there i s a high chance

that q, wi ll t ake his own behaviour with r espect to the pr oposition

that there i s a high chance that q to fit this full belief model. This

i s the view of s omeone who has alr eady bought int o t he scheme, howeve r .

It no more shows the cor rectnes s o f the asser t i ve vi ew of SP ut ter ance

than the fact that there are people who beli eve in the r eality of

absolute space (and who therefore t ake ordina ry spat i a l t e rms to refer

to absolute space) , f or exampl e , shows that i t exists _ I f the a r gument

s eems mor e plausibl e for beliefs about chance than for space , i t is

because in the f ormer cas e a view of a part of mind (and a part of

language) is a t s take , and our views about t hat s eem more privileged

than our views about space. But the impr ession is a mi s t ake , as I th ink

the availability of an alternative description of our mental s t a tes and

behaviour in SP context s will show. Such an alternative scheme will not
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accommodate all the s econd- l eve l beliefs of proponents of rival

schemes about their own mental s t a t es , hut it no more needs to do that

than a relationist account of space needs to preserve the truth of

existing beliefs about absolute space. In either case the most· that is

required is an explanation of how people could have come t o hold what

are being said to be mistaken beliefs .

We need some notation for the view we are s ugge s t i ng . What are we

to call this ca t egor y of non-assertive utterances? It is somet imes s a i d

that SP utterances are qualified assertions. There seem to be two ways

in which this can be taken . In one sense a qualified assertion is itself

an assertion, t hough a different one from that to which the qualification is

applied. Qualification thus amounts to transforming one assertion i nto

another, f or example by the addition of a sentential operator. In the

other sense, which i s closer to what we want, ' qualified' has the sense

of 'weak', or 'partial' (or perhap s 'hedged'), so that a qualified

assertion i s not itself an assertion - it t rans fer s no full belief,

even in ideal circumstances.

The expression 'guarded assertion' is also somet i mes used. But it

s eems more suited to the situation in which a person has an effectively

full belief (that q, say), but in c i rcumst ance s which make it advisable

t o be very caut ious about expressing this belief, or to be careful not

to be misunderstood in doing so. At least in the former case it may be

useful to pretend that one's degree of belief that q i s l ess than it

actually i s, by making the utterance appropriate to the sincere

expr ess i on of some partial belief that q. But even if a hearer adopts a

partial belief that q as a result of this utterance, the utterance has

not been the means of a transfer of a partial belief that q, because

the speaker had no such belief. SO the utterance here is not of the

type we are interested in (except as a degenerate case - a case in

which not all the cond i t i ons of tranfer ar e s a t isf i ed) .
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I propose to us e the term partial assertion for an utterance of

the suggested category . It has the disadvantage that such an utterance

i s i n some way a part or component of an asser t ion , occurring in isol ­

ation. But it matches the term ' partial belief' , and wi ll do as well as

any , given that there seems to be no gene r al l y accepted existing term.

I t would be a mistake to conclude from the lack of an existing

term t hat there are no such utterances - as much a mistake as , say, it

would have been to conclude from the lack of a term (in Engl ish) for a

category of egg- laying mammals that there are no such animals. As we

have stressed above , we have no more direct access to a f inal linguis- '

tic taxonomy than t o such cases as the zoological one . The f act that in

the linguistic case the instances to which s uch a taxonomy must apply

are clos e at hand i s a doubtful advantage; i t i s correspondingly diff­

i cul t to trea t our own l i nguis t i c behaviour as an object of enquiry.

There is a difference between the l i nguistic an d zoological cases i n

that we might take a l i nguis t i c taxonomy to be normative, and hence add

new forms of utterance to our l anguage ; whereas no such thing i s poss­

ibl e in the the zoological case (genetic engineering and selective

breeding programmes aside , perhaps). But this possibility is not

relevant to the present case .

What are the conditions for a par tial assertion to be the means

of t ransfer of a partial belief? Not surpr isingly (if an assertion is

to be a special or limit i ng case o f a partial assertion) they are

similar to those for an assertion to be t he means of t ransfer of a f ull

belief. Here the major condition on the speaker 's s ide is that he be

sincere - that he actual ly believe what he says. Strictly speaking this

condition needs to be referred to a particular l an gua ge , since a

speaker may believe what his utterance says in one l anguage but not

what it says i n another. On the hearer 's side . the first condition i s

that he understand the language the speaker is using, and , in terms of
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this language , co r rectly ident ify wha t has been said. The second major

condition i s tha t he r ega r d t he sp eaker as a reliabl e source of inform­

ation on t he matter in question ; to do so he must both believe him to

be sincere , and trust his (Le. the speaker 's) judgement on whatever it

is . We can thi nk o f X's trust ing Y's judgement on the mat ter of

whether q , as X be ing disposed to believe that q, i f he believes that

Y believes that q. A thi rd condition on the hearer i s t hat he not

already have t he relevan t belief when he hears the utterance in

question.

Thus, r oughly , an assertion t hat q i s an ut t er ance whi ch i s (o r

would have been ) the means by whi ch the speaker ' s e f fectively f ull

belief tha t q gi ves (would have given ) rise to a hearer 's ful l bel ief

that q , i f and only if these conditions are (had been) satisfied (with

r e s pect to the speaker , hearer and utterance i n question, and to the

f ull belief tha t q).

This is not a precise charac t eri sati on . For one thing it admits

a s asser t ions that q utterances whi ch are much more besides (conjunc­

tions of this as serti on with others, for example ) . Perhaps s uc h cases

could be excluded by t he condi t ion that t here be no ut terance whi ch in

t he c i rcumstances would also have r es ul t ed in the hearer adopting the

bel ief that q, but woul d have caused fewer other changes in his mental

s tate. But no doubt the characterisation is imprecise in other

r espec t s. However, it wi l l do to allow us to introduce the notion of a

partial assertion, in a way which exhibits its r e lat i on to the notion

of asser tion itself - whi ch i s wha t we want i t for.

We co uld have said that partial assertions express partial

bel iefs , as assertions express ful l ones ; b ut this would have depended

on the not ion of the e xpression o f a belief . Even if it i s c lear what

this amount s to i n the case o f a full bel ief , I don 't t hink we can take

f or granted i t s extension to parti a l beliefs . So we have l ooked a t wha t
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the express ion of a f ull bel ief achi eves , in ideal circumstances , and

are using that as the basis o f our extension to partial bel iefs. And

we are interested in categor ising SP utterances , r a ther than in finding

a r ule for deciding whether any given utterance is a partial assertion.

Hence so l ong as we a re clear as t o t he di f ferences, if any, between

the ideal c i rcumstances for an as s erti on and a partial assertion , we

needn' t be concerned about some imprecis i on in our account of what

t hes e circumstances have in common .

I t seems to me that the only s igni ficant di f f e rence conc er ns t he

r equi r ement that the hearer be disposed t o accept the speaker 's j udge­

ment on the mat ter in question . I n the par t ial bel ief case X wi l l only

rely on Y's judgement as to q if as we ll as t rusting Y's assessment of

Y's evidence as to whether q, he doesn 't think he has any better evid­

ence himself . In the limiting case of an effectively full belief this

condition r educes to the one we have described above , because in

trusting Y' s j udgement that it is effec t i vely certain that q, X effect ­

ivel y rules out t he possibi l i ty that he migh t have different evidence

than Y, s uppor t i ng a di f f e rent conc lusion .

wi t h t hi s qualifi cation , the ideal circumstances f or a partial

assertion paralle l those for an assert ion . A part ial asser t ion o f

degree d that q can thus be s aid to be an utter ance such that i f and

only if these circumstances exist (with respect to the speaker , hearer

and utterance in question , and the partial belief of degree d that q) ,

i t is the means wher eby i t s speaker 's partial belief of degree d that q

gives rise t o the same belief to the same deqree on the part of the

hearer.

This cha r acter isation of par tial assert ion r es t s on a ve ry

' ext e r nal' view of l anguage. It make s no use of the f ac t tha t ut ter­

ances are (usua l ly, a t l eas t ) voluntary, intentiona l acts . And this
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fact about language might seem to support the following objection to

the notion of a partial assertion: beca use l inguistic behaviour is

intentional (with a few irrelevant exceptions , such as involuntary

c r ies of pain), we can onl y say what we can i nt end t o say. But no one

can have i nt ended to make partial assertions , i f - with t he possible

exception of a few phi losophers - no one has been aware of the notion.

And hence ordinary SP utterances cannot be partial assertions.

However, there is a clear difference between (i) being able t o

intend to perform an action of type A , and (ii) having a l an guage suff-

iciently powerful to say that one intends to perform an action of t ype

A. A child who has not learnt t he word 'hop ' i s not therefore unable to

hop, or to do so intentional ly . And someone who doesn 't kno w what an

assertion i s, is not necessarily unable to make assertions. Linguistic

acts are not in this respect different from acts of other kinds.

The feeling that linguistic acts are different i n this respect

might be encouraged by t he tendency of the developers of the notion o f

an illocutionary act - in t he f i rs t place J. L. Austin ; and l a t er, for

2example , John R. Searle - to concentr ate on the large class of such

act s for which we do have names in English . In fact Austin and Searle

both recognise that there may be such acts for which we do not have

names; as Searle says, 'The act may have been so special and precise in

i ts intent that none of the existing wor ds can quite characterise it

3exactly'. Even so, Searle (at least) doesn't seem to envisage illocut-

ionary acts which di f f er as much from any for which we do have a name

as partial asser tions do from assertions. Accommodating partial asser-

t ions is more than a matter of making slight adjustments to existing

categories .

Suppose the term ' pa r tia l assertion ' is introduced , wi th the

meaning we have given it. Wi ll someone who says ' I partially assert

to high degree that q' and ' I t is highly probable that q' be performing
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the same speech act in each case (e xcept in the t rivial sense t hat

di fferent words are used)? It seems not , because it seems that the

former ut t e r ance i s much more subjective , more ' about the speaker ' ,

than the l a t t e r . But this i s a f eature of some of the utterances us ed

,... ,•. . " ' I s tat e tha t

to perform many t ype s of illocutionary act . As Austin and Sear le bo th

4argue, constr uctions s uc h as ' I promise that

and ' I assert t hat • .. ' are not (or are only except ional ly) used t o say

something about the speaker .

The l ast example i s particular ly relevant here , becaus e there are

co ns t r uctions for making as sertions whos e apparent obj ectivity para-

llels that of SP ut t erances: ' I t i s t he case that q ', f or example ; and

perhaps (though t here would be more disput e about t his), 'I t is true

that q' . For a par t i a l asser tion there is apparently nothi ng which

paral lels the simplest way to assert that q : to say simply ' q'. But , as

5Aus t i n points out , to assert that q by saying ' q' one needs to say i t

wi t h t he correct emphasis and tone. Otherwise one may be, for example ,

asking whether q (i.e . saying ' q?' ). There seems to be no r ea son why

degrees of partial assert ion s houldn 't be per formed in a more sophist -

i cated version of t he same manne r . In fac t to some extent this i s

a l ready possible in English, as when our doctor says ' You 've go t a t

l ea st t en years ' . and we judge f rom t he t one of vo ice tha t he or she i s

no t en t i r ely conf ident of this prognos i s (and hence, i f we trust his or

her judgement , adopt a corresponding partial belief ourselves) . In

t heory the devices used t o convey degrees of confidence i n s uc h cases

could presumably be extended to handle much more precisely def ined

partial bel ie f s. But s ince the numer ical theory unde r l yi ng the or der ing

of such precisely defined degrees o f belie f is qUite a recent develop-

ment , i t is not surpr ising t hat we i n fac t employ much l es s f undamenta l

linguisti c devices f or t his purpose: the s uperf icial ly objective l ang-

uage of chance and probability.
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Thus the notion of partial a s sertion seems t o fit quite naturally

into the approach to language in terms of speech acts and illocutionary

force. In this framework the present dis pute concerns the illocutionary

force of an SF utterance. What illocutionary act do we perform, in

saying 'It is probable that g' ? In so far as it can be represented in

terms of this approach at all. the assertive or truthcondi tional view

will say that we make a statement, whose propositional con t ent depends

t o some extent on our use o f the const r uc t i on 'It is probable that • . • 1 •

The alternative view we have outlined here claims that our use of such

a construction modifies the illocutionary force (of 'g', that is) but

not its propositional cont ent .

Why are these views incompatible? Why shouldn't we s ay that the

same utterance may perform more than one illocutionary act, each as soc­

iated with a different propositional cont ent? I think the simplest

answer, from our point of view. is that we make no such cl a i m. We have

argued in earlier chapt er s that the ass e r t i ve view is unacceptable. and

have now propos ed an alternative. If a proponent of the assertive vi ew

admits this alternative, but suggests that SP utterances have a dual

illocutionary role, he simply makes things t ougher for himself: he now

has not only to meet our or i gi na l obj ections to assertive accounts, but

to do s o in the light of his admission that t here is an alternative

account available . We, on the other hand. have no reason her e to

dispute the gene r a l claim that an utterance may perform more than one

illocutionary act; but say t hat we have already gi ven our reasons f or

not r egarding SP utterances in particular in this way (i . e . our reasons

for denying the exist enc e o f one o f the proposed r oles ).

The c l a i m t hat SP utterances are not assertions i s a count er ­

intuitive one ; at least it i s count er - int ui t i ve t o me, and I suppose it

i s t o others , s i nce otherwise it would s ure l y have been more popul ar .
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I t is the fact that on analysis I find the alternatives worse which

leads me to endorse this initial ly implausible claim. But i t woul d be

reassuring to be able to dispel the counter-intuition . To do so it

would be necessary to i dent ify its components , so as to say on what

mistaken views i t rests. This seems a rather difficul t task , but I

think we can dis tinguish one or two s trands .

Perhaps the most important thing is that ordinary language

permits a l l sorts of constructions whi ch seem to treat SP utterances

expl icitly as assertions: ' The doctor stated several times that my

chances of recovery are excellent ' , ' He asserts it is probable he will

escape before Christmas ', and so on ; plus many re lated constr uctions,

such as ' Wha t did he say? ' , which may refer to SP utterances . and which

r einfor ce the impression that there i s a certain ' s omething ' which is

what is said , or asserted. by someone who makes such an utterance.

Impor t ant among these constructions are those which apply the terms

'tr ue' and ' f a l se' to SP utterances - ' Tha t ' s false ' , said in r es pons e

to s uch an utterance, f or example.

However , notice that a lthough these are f eat ures of ordinary

language . it i s not the ordinary l an gua ge user whos e intuitions

comprise the assert ive view of SP utterances. That view is an i nt er­

pretation of these features by specialists . who, unlike the ordinary

user , possess r elatively sophist icat ed notions of assertion , belief,

an d so on . It is a serious mistake to see the interpretation as as

much a ' given ' o f ordinary usage as these features whi ch i t claims to

i nt erpre t . Rather the interpretation r es ul t s from the application to

the case of SP utterances of a model of l inguistic behaviour which

(let us say) has been adopted in the light of its success elsewhere . I t

is not surprising t ha t a special ist's intuitions should be guided by

this model , nor wrong that they should be . But such intuitions are no

better than the model itself is , in any parti cular case .
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A person who denies the applicability of this model t o the case

of SP utterances should be prepared t o o f fe r an expl ana t ion o f the

f eatures of ordinary language we have not ed . But at first sight, at any

r a t e , this doesn 't seem an impossible task . The or di nary use o f words

such as ' as sert ' , ' s t a t e', 'true' and ' f alse' precedes their more s pec­

ialised use by philosopher s , and so there is no obligation to explain

every instance of the former kind o f use in terms of the latter. To

s ugges t otherwise would be like argui ng that if zoo logists , ove r l ook ing

bats, had adopted the t erm 'winged vertebrates ' f or the ca t egor y of

birds, it would be necessary to explain the acceptability in ordinary

usage of 'Bats have wings ' in terms of the s imilarity of a bat t o a

bird (whi ch is wrong because the use of this sent ence doesn't depend

on the speaker 's having encountered bi r ds , or his knowing what a ' bi r d'

is) . Mor eover, the r e seems no gr ea ter ob l i ga t ion to make a significant

ca t egor y of all those things which in ordinary language can be sai d to

be ' as s ert ed ' (or ' t r ue' ) , than there is to make one of the c l a ss of

animals which have wings. We can no IOO re be certain that a useful

t axonomy of linguistic behaviour will be r evealed at s uch a superficial

l evel , than we can be in the zoological cas e.

The partial assertion account i s abl e to c laim that these

f ea t ur e s of ordinary l anguage are part of the apparatus language

p r ovides for describing and responding t o the parti a l assertion s o f

others (and of ourselves at different times). The task i s t hus to

exhibit the conventions governing the use of 'assert ' , ' t r ue', and so

on , in connection with SP sentences . For the reasons we have e xpl a ined ,

it i s no ob ject i on to this programme t o point out that this ordinary

usage doe s not itself empl oy the term ' pa r t i a l a ssertion ' (or any

equivalent t erm) .

Similarly, the fact that we of ten say s uch things as ' He believes

it is probable he wil l e scape before Chr ist mas ' , does not show that we
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have beliefs about probabilities. A proponent of the partial assertion

int erpretation of SP utterances i s free t o say t ha t s uch constructions

are t he mean s we use t o report the partial beliefs o f ot hers - a means

whose indirectness (compar ed to ' He has a s t r ong pa r t i a l belief t hat he

will e scape before Chr i s t mas ' ) reflects t he fact that neither ' par t i a l

belief ' itself nor any equivalent term i s very much i n or di nary use.

Lacking such terms, l anguage makes do by treating SP utterances as

assertions . and applying t he forms appropriate t o any assertion: i n

t his case , constructions i nvolving the notion of be l i e f . It thus

achieves much of what i t would i f it did have such t erms, and the

under lying process is difficult t o detect. But it i s revealed by

certain conceptual problems - the link problem, in particular - and by

the fact tha t at least when this process applies t he terms 'true' and

'fal se ' to SP ut t er ances , the r e sulting usage i s non-s tandard, i n view

of the relat i onal nature of SP utt eran ce .

Thus if the pa r t i a l assertion account is to be rejected, i t must

be on more s ubs t ant i a l grounds . I n t he next two chapters I shall try t o

block s ome possible line s of attack. Partia l ass ertions are s t i ll very

much on trial, of course; but I think t he evi dence against the a l t e r ­

native ought a t l eas t t o ensure that they get a fair one.

Notes

l. Austin (1975) .

2 . Searle ( 1969 1 .

3. Searle (196 8) , p . 417 ; for similar remarks see Searle (1969) ,

p . 70 , and Austin (197 5), pp . 68- 72 .

4. Austin (1975) , pp. 6 , 78- 82; Searle (1 96 9 ) , p. 33.

5 . Austin (1975 ) , p . 74.
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Bibliographica l Notes

The pa r t i a l as sertion approach t o SP sentences is similar to

that of Toulmin (1950) , ....ho says that ' the r e i s no spec i a l "thing"

which all probability-statements must be about, simply in virtue o f

the fact that they are "probability-statements'" (p . 50) ; and that

' t o say "Probably p " is t o assert, guar dedly and/or ....ith reservations,

that p' (p. 61 ) . However , I think Toulmin's use of the t erm 'guarded

assertion ' i s unfortunate : firstly f or the r eas on we have already given

(p . 6: 5) , a nd s econdl y because it s eems quite i nappropriate f or SP

utterances other than 'It i s probable that q ' (and certain very similar

one s). Thus is 'It i s unlikely t hat q ' a very guar ded assertion that q ?

Or a guarded assertion that no t -q? And ....hat i s 'There i s a 50\ chan ce

that q ' ? I th i nk i t i s much preferable to characterise SP utterances in

terms of t hei r r ole in tranferring partial be liefs (i.e ., as partial

asserti ons) .

Toulmin' s view seems to have received little support. Mackie

(197 3, Ch. 5) comments favourably on i ts application t o cer t a i n ca ses.

And Mellor, ....hos e rej ection of t he op inion that 'if chance is object ­

ive, it must make true beliefs wi th some characteristic content ' we

have already noted (pp. 5:17-18), seems t o have a vie........hich has some­

thing i n common ....ith Toulmin' s.

In his (19 80) Blackburn supports the view (which he attributes t o

Ramsey) that ' judgements o f probability . •. are pr o ject i ons of our

degrees of confidence in singular beliefs' (p. 1, my italics), rather

than judgements about s ome mat ter of fact in the ....or l d. I t hi nk the

partial as sertion approach i s c l ose t o Blackburn ' s, pa rti CUl arl y in

beginning with partial beliefs, yet recognising that SP ut t er ances are

not about such beliefs. But given the notion of par t i a l asse r t i on , I

doubt whether ....e need Blackburn 's ' pro j ec t i on ' metaphor .
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7. AN OBJECTION FROM GEACH AND SEARLE .

The view that SP utterances are partial assertions has analogues

in other areas of discourse. Perhaps the best-known is the acconnt of

ethical statements of forms such as ' I t i s a good thing that q ' as

non-assertive expressions of approval, rather than as assertions whose

content i s t o be explained in t erms of some notion o f objective good-

ne s s (or , a s i t might be put , the vi ew t hat a const ruction s uch as

'It i s a good thing that al t ers the force o f a sentence to which

i t is attached, wi thout modifying its propositiona l content . or sense).

There is a general objection to moves of this kind , which has been put

1forward by Geach, and l a t er, in a somewhat different form , by Searle .

The objection begins with the observation that accounts of this

general kind characteristically propos e an interpretation of just those

sentences or utterances in which constructions of the relevant type -

' I t is probable that •• •• , 'It is good that ••• • , ' It is true that ...•,

or what ever - are not part of any c lause other than a complete sen-

tence . The objection then no t es certain other kinds of occurrences of

such const ruct ions , and argues that the proposed acco unts are obliged ,

ye t unable , to deal wi t h these new cases .

Geach puts it as follows:

There is a radical flaw in this whole pattern of philosophizing.

What is being a t t empt ed in each case is to account for the use of a

term fOP" concerning a thing as being a performance of some other

nature than describing the thing. But what is r egularl y ignored is

the distinction between calling a thing fOP" and predicating "P" of a

thing. A term "p" may be predicated of a thing in an if or then

c l ause , or i n a clause of a disj nnctive proposi t ion , without t he

thing 's being thereby called "a" . To say . "If the policeman' s state­

ment i s true, the motorist touched 60 mph" is no t t o call the police­

man' s s t a tement true ; to s ay , "If gambling i s bad~ invi t ing people to

gamble i s bad" is not t o c all either gambling or invitations to

gamble "bad". Now the theor i es of non-descriptive performances
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regularly take into account only the use of a term "P" to call some­

thing "P" ; the corroboration theory o f t ruth, fo r example, considers

only the use o f "true" to c all a statement true , and the condenmation

t heory of "bad" considers only the way it i s used to call something

bad; predicat ions of "t r ue " and "bad" i n if or t hen clauses , or i n

clauses of a disjunction, are just i gnored. One could not write off

s uch uses of the t e rms, as calling for a different explanation f rom

their use to call things t rue or bad ; for t hat would mean t hat

arguments of t he pattern "if x i s t rue (if hi' i s bad) , then p; but x

is t rue ( III' is bad) ; ergo p" conta i ned a fallacy of equivocation,

whereas they are in fact clear ly valid. 2

Geach does not mention non-descriptive accounts of •probable ,

(and r e l ated words) , but it seems clear that the part ial assertion

view i s o f the pattern whos e ' r adi cal f law' he claims to be exposing.

I n any case, when Sear le raises his s imilar object ion he includes the

case of 'probable ' , as wel l as some of the other cases mentioned by

Geach:

I n the cl as s i cal period of l i ngui s t i c analysis, philosophers

often said things l ike the fol lowing:

The word "good " is used t o commend (Hare) .

The word "true " is used t o endorse or concede statements

(strawson).

The word "know" is used to give guarantees (Aus tin).

The word "probably" i s used to qualify commitments (Toulmin).

Eac h of these is of the pattern: "The word W i s used to perform

t he speech act A" . • . •

Let us cal l this pat tern of analysis the speech act analysis.

Now , there is a condition of adequacy which any analysis of the

meaning of a wor d must meet - and whi ch the speech act analysis fail s

to meet. My analysis of the meaning of a wor d (or morpheme) must be

consistent wi t h the f ac t that the same word (or morpheme) can mean

the same t hing in a l l t he grammatical ly different kinds of sentences

in which it can occur. Syntactical t r ansformations of sentences do

not necessarily en force changes of meaning on the component words or

morphemes of those sentences. The word "true" means or can mean t he

same thing in interrogatives , indicatives , conditionals , negat ions ,

disjunctions , optatives , etc . I f it didn 't, conversat ion would be
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impossible , for " I t i s true" would not be an answer to the question

"I s i t true?" if " t r ue " chan ged i t s meaning from interrogative to

i ndicative sentences .

This is an obvious condition of adequacy , but the speech act

analysis fails to meet it. There are two ways of construing the

analysis and on either way it fails to meet this condition of

adequacy. The crude way to construe it is t o suppose that when the

speech ac t analysts said, "w i s us ed t o perform ac t A " they meant

every literal utterance of the word W i s a performance of act A. I f

this is what they meant, it is too eas i ly r e f ut ed, for even i f an

ut t e r an ce of the s ent enc e, "This is good" , is a performance of the

ac t of commendation, the utterance of the sentence , "Make this good "

is not (5 )0 we must turn to a second , more sophist ica ted i nt er-

pretation. Often t he speech act analysts qualified their statements

o f the f orm "w i s used to perform act A " by sayi ng t ha t the primary

use of W is to perform act A. They were t hus not committed to the

view that every l iteral ut terance of W i s a per formance of A , but

r a t her that ut terances whi ch are no t per fo rmances of the act have t o

be explained in terms of utterances which are .

More precisely •.• the speech act analysts " . need to show . •.

only ••. that l i t er al utterances which are not performances of the

ac t A stand i n a r ela t i on to performances of A in a way which i s

pure l y a f unction of the way t he sentences uttered stand in r ela t i on

to the s t an dard indicative sentences , in the ut t erance of which t he

act i s perfor med. I f they are in the past tense, then the ac t i s

reported in the past; if they are hypot hetica l then the act is hypo­

thesized , etc. They need t o show t his, i n order to show how the word

makes the same cont ribut ion to each dif f erent sentence , while main­

taining t hat the performative use is the p r imary use.

But •• . t he speech ac t analysis of the ..• words : "good" ,

"true", "probab l e " , etc . does not satisfy this condi t i on . Consider

the fol lowing examples : "If this i s good , t hen we ought t o b uy i t ",

i s no t equivalent t o "If I commend this , t hen we ought to buy it".

"Thi s used to be good" i s not equivalent to " I used t o commend thi s",

• •. etc. Similar count er exampl es wi l l r efute the speech act analyses
3of " true" , "know", "probable", etc .

Geach and Sear le thus di ffe r i n the i r de fence of the central

claim on which this line of objection depends: the c l a i m tha t any s uch

non-descr ipt ive per formative account (to use Geach 's t e rm) is obl i ged



and yet unable to offer an account of certain types of occurrences of

the words to whi ch it is held to apply . Geach appears to argue for a

very strong vers ion of this central claim , namely t hat a non-descrip­

t i ve account is obliged to provide the same i nt e rpre t a t i on of the

word i n quest ion when i t occurs in an i f or then clause , as i t does o f

the wor d' s occurrence i n a complete indicative sentence (and no lesser

clause). Thi s is i mpo s sible because i n a case of the f ormer kind such

a word is not used to ' c al l something "P"', as Geach puts i t. But

unless this obl igat ion i s fulfilled , Geach argues , such an account will

be r educed t o s aying that the use of the same wor d in these different

contexts r eflec t s a mere ambigui t y. And this would have the consequence

that instances of modus ponens involving this wor d woul d fail, ' wher ea s

they are in fac t clearl y val id I •

On the other hand Searle recognises , in effect, that a weaker

vers ion of the central claim wi ll be suffici ent to support the object­

ion. I t is enough that there be s ome sense i n which a per f ormat i ve

account is obl iged t o i nt e r pre t the relevant class of occurrences of

the wor d in que s t i on, and yet i n which it is unable to do so. It is not

essent ial that the interpretation thus r equi r ed be of the same kind as

that provided o f the i ni t i al c lass occurrences of t he relevant word ­

i. e. , of t he occurrences Geach describes as ' calli ng something "P" , in

which t he word is not part o f any clause other than a complete present­

t ens ed indicative sentence .

Let us begin with Geach 's argument for the strong version of the

cent ral c l aim. Can a performat ive account r econcile i t s inabi l i ty to

provide t he same i nt erpr e t ation o f a clause occurr ing as the antecedent

of a conditional as it does of that clause standing a lone , with the

validity o f modus ponens?

The f irst thing t o note i s t hat a perf ormative account is in any

case l ike l y t o reject the standard view of wha t the val idity of many
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argument forms, including many instances o f modus ponens , consists

i n . Thus (concentrating on the probability cas e ) , if 'It i s probable

t hat q ' i s being said to be non -truthconditional, the validity o f

7.1 If it is probable that q then r

It is probable tha t q

Therefore r

cannot , at least in the standard s ens e , be a ma t ter of t he t ruth o f t he

premisses guaranteeing the trut h o f the conclusion . So a view s uch as

our partial assertion account seems obliged to offer some non -standard

account of val i di t y . If it is unable t o do s o , that will be a s t rong

objection to the view itself . But if it can do so , it will be justified

in assessing Geach ' s ob j ec tion in t erms of this non - standard approach;

there wil l be no ob l i ga t ion to meet Geach on his own ground.

This observation does not necessarily make things any easier for

an account such as ours , but it does s ugges t that Geach 's objection

would be better phrased i n another way : as suming there is no disagree-

ment as t o whi ch inferences are correct , the problem f or such an

account i s not tha t the change i n t he r ole of the clause ' I t i s

probable t hat q ' f r om the first to the second premiss of 7 . 1 makes the

inference invalid, in the standard s ens e ; but rather that it is not

clea r in what othe r sense s uch an account can distinguish cor rect from

incorrect infer ences, and classify 7. 1, i n part i cul ar , as correct. In

this f orm the argument i s less an objecti on than a challen ge - a chall-

enge t o produce a sui table non -standard notion of validity. Moreover,

this chal l enge arises directly from t he claim that the second premiss

of 7.1 is non -truthconditional; the changing r ole of the claus e 'It is

probable that q ' is a l most a red herring . After all , the problem would

be no l ess difficult (an d t he r esult i ng inferenCe no l es s correct ) if

by con vention we a l ways replaced this clause by some other form of
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words, whenever i t would otherwise occur as the antecedent o f a cond-

itional - even though there would then be no c lause repeated in the

4
premisses of 7.1.

It might seem that we can produce an account of validity applic-

abl e t o i nferences such as 7 .1 by making us e of the fact that SP utter -

ances f unction as t r uthconditional in contexts in whi ch speakers share

a common body of evi dence . That is , we might c l aim tha t s uch an infer-

ence is valid i f and onl y if it would be val i d in the s tanda r d sense,

i f the SP c lauses involved were truthcondi t i onal - or if each wer e

r eplaced i n al l its occurrences by a t ruthconditional clause . Then the

f ac t that SP sentences behave in some contexts as if they were truth-

conditiona l will perhaps guarantee that this criterion classifies as

valid the r i ght class of inferences . True, it will not count as valid

those infe rences which depend essentially on the properties of probab-

ility itself , such as that f r om 'It is probable that q ' to ' I t is

improbable that not- q '. But because such i nf erences do not have a form

which i s r ecognis ed as va l i d more generally , they do no t give rise t o

Geach ' s a rgument; any account of probabi l i ty needs t o explain the

val idi ty o f such inferences , an d gi ven that they lack a va l i d general

f orm, t ruthcondi tional accounts have no obvious advantage.

Nevertheless , the validity of inferences which r ef l e ct the

special f ea t ure s of the probability calculus does need to be explained,

and the fact that this criterion is unable to do so is one reason for

l ooking f or a more substantial account. Another i s that the criterion

rests on what we have claimed is a derivative feature of SP sentences:

their ability to function as truthcondi t i ona l in contexts of shared

evidence . We should expect an explanation of val idity in terms in

keeping with our pr imary view of the nat ure of SP utte r ance s , r ather

t han one which depends on a secondary characterist ic (the interest o f

which l i es in its connection wi th the t ruthconditiona l view, whi ch , for
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SP utter ances themse l ves , we have rejected).

But the most impor t ant reason for l ooking f or a more s ubs t ant i a l

account than thi s criterion is that it i s no mor e than a crit e r ion : the

fact that it works ne eds t o be explained . We cannot s ay that the

cor r ectness of 7 . 1 consis t s in the fac t that if s is t ruthcondi t i onal;

the inference

7.2 If s then r

s

Therefore r

i s valid in the standard sense; f or the question r emains as to why we

should use the i nf e r ences pi cked out by this criterion (even assuming

that the cor responding question has been answered for inferences valid

in the s tandard s en se) .

As a first s tep towards a more s ubs t ant i a l account of the nature

of the val i di t y , or cor r ectnes s , of 7.1 , we shal l need an interpret­

ation of its fi r st premiss; an interpreta tion compatible wi t h our

char act e r i s a t i on of SP utterances themselves, as partial asse r tions . We

character ised t he notion of partial asse r t i on in terms of the t ranfer

f r om a speaker to a hearer of a partial be lief . Is a s i mi l ar move now

possible to explain the role of an utterance of the form ' I f it is

pr obable that q , then r '? I s there a charac t e r i s t i c ment al s t a te, or

attitude, associated with the making of s uch an utterance ?

The key notion we need, I think, i s tha t o f a disposi tion t o

i n fer (or , more conven i en t l y , an in ferent ial di s posi t ion) . We need to

s ay that among t he mental s t a t e s a pers on may have , are ones whi ch

amount to a r eadi ne s s to adopt a certain consequent mental attitude, if

and when one comes t o adopt a certain antecedent atti t ude. We might

call s uch a disposition a habi t of i nfe r ence; but note that the number

of times s uch a habit can oper a t e i s l imited by the number of separate
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occasions on which a person can adopt the particul ar an tecedent menta l

attitude in ques t i on . Many such ' habi t s' are employed no more than

once.

Thus for the conditiona l ' I f s then t ' , the ant ecedent and

consequent mental attitudes o f the associated inf erential disposit ion

will be whatever a t titudes are characterist ica l ly ass ociated wi th t he

utterances ' 5' and ' t ' alone, r espec t i ve l y . I f s is the sentence ' I t i s

probab l e that q ' and t (and q) are t ruthconditional sentences , then the

antecedent attitude is a strong par t ial beli ef that q , an d the consequ­

en t one is an effectively f ul l belief that e •

It is import ant no t to c l aim that a conditiona l r eports the

speaker ' s possession of such a mental disposition . If that were so the

conditi onal would be truthconditi onal - would be about the speaker 's

state o f mind - and i n particul ar would be f a l s e if and only if the

speaker did not have such an inferentia l disposi tion . But in practice

wha t a hearer i ndicat es by saying ' That' s f alse' i n respons e to such an

utte rance , i s not t hat he doesn 't believe that the or igina l speaker has

the inferential disposition i n questi on , but that (even having heard

the utterance) he does n ' t have i t himself . Similarly 'That' s t r ue ' ,

said by the hearer , indi cates t hat he does (now, a t l east ) have the

r elevant i nferential disposition himself. So the cos t of c l a iming tha t

a conditiona l r eports its s peaker 's possession o f the co r responding

inferenti al disposition , is to be forced to claim t hat t he terms 'true '

and ' f a lse ' are applied t o s uch utterances in a non-standard way - and

this despi t e the fac t such ut te r ances are thus bei.ng said to be truth­

conditiona l. (This point i s essential ly the same as one we r aised -

pp . 3: 13-14 - against 2.5 , the subje ctivi st truthconditional i nter pr e t ­

ation of SP utter ance ) .

For the s ame reason it i s important not to i nterpre t the condit­

ional 'If it i s probable that g , then t', a long t he lines of ' If I were
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to partially assert (to high degree) that q , then I would assert

that t' . This reading seems to be what a suggestion o f Dummett 's i n

reply to Geach 's objecti on ,amounts to (for the probability case , which

5Dummett , l ike Geach , does not himself refer to). Note that to r e j ec t

this r eadi ng is not to de ny that someone who has the disposition t o

infer from a high degree of parti a l be l i e f tha t q to a f ul l belief

that t, would, i f he were to partia l ly assert t o high degree (and

sincerely) tha t q, be at least wi l l ing t o assert that t ; i t is s imply

to say that the ut t er ance 'If i t i s probable that q then t ' does not

state t hat this is the case.

On Dummett 's reading, a conditional whose antecedent i s an SP

clause comes out as a sentence whos e utt er ance amounts to an assertion

about the speaker (in so far as a conditional with truthcondi t i onal

antecedent and consequent is t ruthconditiona l itself , a t any rate ) .

This fact l eaves the r eadi ng open to the f ol l owing objection f rom

L. J. Cohen : i f Dummett 's suggestion is to be extended t o the case of

probab i lity , then there should be a use f or a construction

meaning ' I f I wer e to assert (ag r ee) guardedly that A, then I should

a s sert (agree) that B'. But thi s would not be a use paraphrasable by

' I f it is probable t hat A, then B '. For though it happens to be t rue

t hat i f I wer e to assert (agr ee ) guardedly that i t wi ll be cloudy

this afternoon I s hould also assert (agree) that I am excessively

cautious in my weather predictions , i t is not true that i f c louds are

probable this afternoon I am excessively cautious .6

On our view, however , the conditional 'If I were to assert

gua rdedly that A, then I shoul d assert t hat B ' is associated with a dis-

position to infer from a belief that one is asserting quaxdedLy that A, to

a belief that one i s asserting (or will assert) thatB. There is nothing

to preven t someone f rom ho lding this disposition , but no t a disposition

to infer f rom a high degree of partial bel ief that A to a bel ief that

B ; and i t i s this l a t t e r disposition which we associate with the cond-
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itional ' I f it is probable t hat A , t hen S ' .

Cohen makes a f urt her point, that on Dummet t 's reading there

would be no obvious use f or ' If it i s probable that A , t hen I should

pr efer no t to as s ert (or agree ) guardedly that A '; whereas t here is

such a use , a long the same l ines as ' Even if it ' s t rue that A , I woul d

pref er no t t o s ay so'. Our view handle s this i n much the same way, I

think . But there seem to be more dif f i cul t ca s es of a similar kind .

Thus s uppo s e I think I am a consistently bad judge of horses, and hence

s ay 'If it is probable that Proper Name will win the 3.15, then I am

bound t o be conf i dent that he will no t do so ' . On our r eading this

ought t o be as soc i a t ed wi th a dispos i tion to infer from a hi gh degree

o f part i al bel ief t hat Proper Name wi ll win the 3.15 , t o an effective l y

full belief that one has a hi gh degree o f partial be l ief that he wi l l

no t do so. Now this disposition is not nnintelligible, but it seems

much l ess likely that I should ac t ual l y have i t, than that I should

f eel j ust i fied in asserting the condi t ional wi th which it i s s upposed

t o be as s ociat ed . Surely I can think I am a poor j udge of horses , and

express this belief in this way, without being disposed t o adopt

incorrect beliefs about my own mental s tat e.

The unusual nat ure of t his conditional is reveal ed in other ways.

Si gn ificantly , a modus ponens argument in which i t appears seems to be

va l i d onl y if it i s unusable. Consider

7.3 If it i s probable that q. then I am confident that not-q

It is probable that q

Therefore I am co nfident that not-q

Suppo s e the argument is val i d (i n t he s t andard sense). It i s no t usable

(for me) unless i t is a t least po s s ible tha t there are circumstances

in which I take both premisses to be true. But in any ca se in which I

t ake the second pr emiss to be t rue (i .e . in which I think i t is
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probable that q), the conclusion is false; and hence, because the

argument has been assumed valid, at least one of the premisses is

false. So if the argument is valid there are, and can be, no circ~

stances in which it j us t i f ies my adoption of a true belief .

It would therefore seem to be no gr ea t loss to concede that

in certain cas es of this kind, modus ponens i s not valid. However , the

immediate problem is to show that our r eading o f cond i t iona l s (an d

par t icula r ly of condi t i onals containing SP c l auses) i s not undermined

by the exis tence of s uch deviant examples. The way t o do so , I think,

is to refer t o a factor we have so far ignored, namely the char a ct er ­

i stic e f f ec t of a conditional utterance on a hearer's state o f mind .

In Chapter 6 we characterised asse r t ions and partial assertions

as utterances which, if the c i r cumstances are appropriate, are the

means by which a certain belief on the par t of a s pe ake r gives rise t o

the s ame bel ie f - i .e. a belief of the same content and the s ame

degree - on the part of a hearer . We outlined the maj or conditions

ne cessary f or s uch a transfer to take place (and s aw that these are

s l i ght l y more involved f or a partial assertion than for an as sertion

i t s e l f ). The question now is whether the notion of an i nferential

disposition provides the basis of a s imi l a r c ha r acter i s a t ion of the

cl ass of condi t iona l utterances .

The s impl es t possibi l i t y is that if the circumstances are appro­

priate, a conditional utterance i s t he means of transfer of just s uch

an inferential disposition. It might seem that this won't do, on the

grounds that eve n if the speaker of s uch an utterance character is t i c ­

ally has such a disposition, what a hearer will adopt is not the s ame

disposition, but a belief about the speaker : i .e. t ha t he has the

disposition in question . But this i s a mistake . It is analogous to the

c l a i m that what the hearer of an assertion 'q' char ac t e r istica l l y

adopts i s the bel ief that the speaker be l i eve s that q, rather than the
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speaker 's s tate of mind - and may adopt no other r elevent belief , if he

is not inc l ined to f ollow the s peake r' s lead on the mat ter in question .

But in ideal circumstances a hearer of the assertion lq ' adopts a

bel ief tha t q, an d a hearer of a conditional utt e r ance adopts the

particular i nferential disposi tion whose possession by the speaker is

i ndica t ed by the f act of the utterance - or so it seems to me .

The ideal c i r c ums t ances , under which a conditional utterance wi ll

be the mean s of t r anfer o f an inferent i al disposition , have a patte r n

which is famil i ar from the cases of assertion and partial assertion .

On the speaker' s side the mai n condition i s s incer ity, whi ch he re i s a

matter not only o f having the r e l evan t inferential di~sition, but

also, in general at least, of having neither the antecedent mental

atti t ude nor an attitude incompatible wi th the consequent one (there

may be exceptions to this r equir ement, such as when a conditional i s

used a s a step in an argument) . On the hearer 's s i de , apart from the

genera l condition tha t he understand what the speaker says , the maj or

condi t i ons are the pai r that amount to trusting the s peak er: i. e . the

conditions that the hearer s hould believe the speaker sincere , and

believe him reliable on the mat ter in ques t ion. I n the case i n which

eithe r the ant ecedent or the consequent is an SP clause , bel ieving the

speaker r eliabl e is for the hearer not only a matter of trusting the

speaker 's judgement ; i t is als o necessary that the hearer should not

take himsel f to have r elevantly dif ferent evidence f r om the speaker 's

on the SP mat t er in ques tion . (We saw that this condition is the

r e spect i n which the circumstances for a partial assertion to r esult in

the t rans fer o f a partial bel i e f are different from those in which a

ful l a ssertion r esults i n the t r ansfer o f a full bel ief) .

We are now i n a posi t ion t o make sense of our deviant conditiona l

'If it is probable that Proper Name will win the 3.15, then I am bo nnd
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to be conf ident t hat he will no t do s o '. I f this were a normal condi t -

ional. a nd the circumsta nces we have just outlined we r e present, i t s

ut t eranc e would l ead a hearer to adopt a disposi tion to infer from a

high de gr ee of partial bel ief that Proper Name will win the 3 . 15 to an

e f fect i vel y ful l belief that the speaker i s confident that Prope r Name

will not win the 3. 15. And this does seem to capt ure what the speaker

o f such a conditi onal would want t o convey , even i f he cannot be taken

t o have the same inferential di spos i tion himsel f . The case seems rather

like that of t he person who says , despairingly , 'I am incapable of

beli eving anything'. We cannot take t his to be both a s incere express-

ion of belief, and true ; ye t i t i s not difficult t o think o f a r ol e for

such an ut terance . Such cases are made possible by t he existence of

gener a l conventions , whos e very s tabi lity enables sense to be made of

certain kinds of deviations from the genera l pattern . Note that i n the

conditional cas e such a deviation depends on the speaker and hearer

r eferring the i r SP t alk to the same bas e of evidence - otherwise when

the hearer says , 'I see , so i f i t is probable that Proper Name will wi n

t he 3. 15 , then you have a low degree o f parti a l bel ief that t hat wi l l

be the ca se', he i s not expressing wha t the speaker has wanted t o

convey .

We needed an account of condi t ionals in order t o be able to s ay

in what the val idi t y , or co r r ectness , of the inference 7. 1 (p . 7 : 5 )

consists , for a view s uch as ours. And a lthough we have r eall y done no

more than indica te an approach to conditionals , i n l i ne with our

charac terisation of assertion (ful l and partial) , I think we have said

eno ugh to suggest an account of validity . Consider

(i) I f P then q

2
There f ore q

(ii) I f P then q

~

Therefore p



7 : 14

What distinguishes (i) from (ii) is that only in the case of (i ) do

the mental states cha r act er i s t i ca l ly associated with the utterance of

(sentences o f the form of) the two premisses t ogether guarantee the

presence of the mental state characteristically a s soc i a t ed with the

utterance o f the conclusion . This holds not onl y for truthconditional

p and q , but for any type of ut ter ance whatsoever , so l ong as its

associ ated mental a t tit ude i s s uch t hat it can occur as t he antecedent

or consequent of an inferential disposition. (This seems t o b e a very

wide c l a ss indeed . I don ' t want to investigate i t s boundaries here , but

we should hope tha t they at l east include all the types of sentences

which ordinary usage treats as the antecedents or consequents of cond­

itionals . ) In particular , i t ho lds when p or q i s an SP cl ause .

Thus we have an account; whi ch enables us t o say in what respect

(i) i s a signi f i cant l y different form of i nf e r ence from ( i i) ; and to

say why people do in fact , on the whole at l east , make inferences of

form (i) but not of form (ii). Th i s a ccount is applicable to the

special case in whi ch p or q i s an SP c lause. And in producing it we

have indicated the connection between an SP clause s tanding alone and

the us e o f the s ame c l ause as t he antecedent or cons equent of a condit ­

iona l (this wi l l be important i n mee ting Searle 's objection).

However , we have glossed over a very important point: in what

sense do the mental attitudes as s ocia t ed with the sincere utterance of

the premisses of ( i) guarantee the pr es ence of the attitude as sociated

with the utterance of the conclusion ? It i s tempting to s ay that it is

physical ly impossible for a person t o have the f ormer attitudes but not

the latter one. But i f that were so it would apparently be impossible

for a person not to believe al l the l ogical consequences of his

beli e f s . And it seems we o f t en f a i l to make even such simple i nferences

as modus ponene , particularly when we have some motive for not believing

the conclusion . Thus I know that i f I haven ' t heard by the fi fteenth , I



7:15

haven 't been short-listed, and that I haven't heard by the fifteenth;

but I can't bring myself to believe (fully, at least ) that I haven't

been s hor t - l ist ed . Perhaps a case s uch as this simply illustrates tha t

we often profess things we do not fully believe, and that the degree o f

co nfidence which will i nduce us to do so var ies from context to

context (depending, among other things, on the relevance to us of the

matter in question) . But even if this is so, it is c l ea r that we o f t en

s i mpl y ove r look a consequenc e o f our beliefs .

The not ion of an inferential disposition i s thus an idealisation

not only in that, for various reasons, a person who utters a condit­

ional may not have t he 'associated' disposition, but also i n that,

these reasons aside, the dispositions to i nference that people have are

very imperfect . Their e f f ect iveness seems to depend on s eve r al factors ,

but particularly on the extent to which t he di sposi t ion and its ante­

cedent mental attitude are consciously hel d (at the s ame time ). However

I don't want t o investigate thes e factors here (or the que s t ion as t o

what it is for a mental a t t i tude t o be ' consciously he l d ' ) . But it i s

worth noting that the notions of belief and partial belief are them­

sel ves idealisations in various respe cts (some of which we have already

observed) ; and that their useful ness as part of an explanatory model of

aspects of our behaviour depends in pr actice on t hese i dealisations . So

there is a r espectable precedent for our present use of the notion of

an inferential disposition .

Thus we may claim that the differen ce between va l idi ty and inval­

i di t y , though not accurately marked in the thought processes of any

ac t ual person , is r evealed in t he way we have described in an ideal

mode l , t o which our actual t ho ught processes do in importan t ways

approximate. This proposal does not alter the non- standard cha r acte r of

the approach t o va l i di t y , which cont inues to provide the basis of a

reply to (our r eworked version of ) Geach 's ob ject ion , i n t he way we
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have i ndicated .

However , we have so far ignored another important question : does

this approach characterise as valid , or cor rect, just t he s ame class of

inferences as are held to be va l id in the standard sense (when , where

neces sary, premisses and conclusions such as ' It i s probable that q '

are assumed to be t r uthcondi tional)? And the answer is 'No '. The foll­

owing inferences , f or example , are bo t h val id in the standard sense7

(iii) ~

Ther efore i f not-p then q

(iv) I f P then q

Not-q

Therefore not-p

But there i s apparently no rea son why a person who believe s t hat p (or

has what ever other mental a ttitude i s associated wi t h p) s hould be

bound t o have a disposi t ion to infer from a bel ief that not-p (or from

whatever mental atti tude is associated wi t h not-p ) to a bel ief that q

(or to whatever mental attitude is associated with q) . Simi l arly, why

shoul d a per son who is disposed to i nfer f rom a belief that p t o a

belief that q and who a l s o believes that not-g , be bo und to believe

that no t -p? The approach we have suggested thus seems t o classi fy both

(i ii) and (iv) as incor rect forms of i nfer ence . In the case o f (iii)

t his may be no bad thing; it i s often he ld to be a defect (of certain

accounts of the conditional ) that such i nferences are admitted. But

surely we shouldn 't classify (iv) as invalid .

I think this apparent dif ficulty stems largely from a mistaken

view of the nature of t he approach we have suggested . The mistake

whi ch admittedly we have sai d nothing to prevent - is to see it as

of f er i ng a criterion for deciding of any given form of inference,

whe t her or not i t is valid , or cor rect. I t actually offer s the basis of

an explanation of the acceptability of certain forms of inference ,

whi ch are taken to be acceptable in ordinary usage . Thus while it
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cl aims to account f or the cor rectness (in or dinary usage) of 7. 2 and

7.1 , it does not - or r a ther , s hould not - extend this to a general

c laim wi th r es pec t to any f orm of inference ordinarily j Udged to be

acceptable. For i t may be that some f orms of i n feren ce r e l y on s ome

more complex mental process than the operation of the inferentia l disp­

ositions associ at ed with conditional utt eranc es . For example , i t may

be t hat many speakers possess t he gener a l habit of transposing their

inferential dis positions (at l eas t when the antecedent and consequent

mental attitudes are both an ef fec t i vely f ul l be l ief ; we shall s ee in

Chapter 8 tha t there is a good r eas on for not doing so when e ither i s

a parti a l belief). Then the pres ence of this habi t , and the acceptab­

ility of 7.2 , wi l l explain that of (iv) . And whi l e it is an important

question where such a habit comes f rom, I don 't think it i s one which

need concern us here~ I t does not seem crucial to the task we have been

facing , namely that of finding an approach t o validity which does not

rely on the assumption that a l l the premisses and the conc lusion o f

the inferences concerned are truthconditional . Moreover, it seems t o be

t he kind of ques tion which any account of validity will face, at s ome

point - and on a par with ques t i ons as t o the j ustif icat ion o f deduc t ­

ive i nference .

In summarY then , we have seen that Geach 's argument , at l east

when construed as an objection t o partial assertions , seems misdir ­

ected. I t attempts t o apply to t he inference 7 . 1 a not i on o f validity

which depends on the assumpt ion that its premisses and conc lusi on are

truthcondi tional; a notion which the part i a l assertion vi ew must ther e­

fore r e j ect . But the objection thus raise s the question as t o wha t non­

s tandard account of validity i s available, on such a view. We have now

s een that t here seems to be the basis of such an account - or at l eas t

of an explanation of the accept ab i lity o f certain f orms of inference ­

i n an account of the states of mind characteristica l ly associa ted wi th
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conditional utterances . Thi s account of val i d i t y f aces various p rob-

l ems, but seems suf f icient to indicate how there can be a r e l a t i on

analogous to the r e l ation of l ogi ca l consequence, between sentences

which are not t r uthcondit ional.

Geach 's i ns i s t ence tha t the two occur rences of ' I t i s probable

that q ' in the premisses o f 7.1 s ho uld not have 'a different explan-

ation ' thus t urns out t o be irrele vant . the no t ion of validit y wi th

r espect to which it would be relevant is i napplicabl e. But this insist-

ence a lso camo uflages an important i s s ue : that o f the r eal connec t ion

between the t wo occurrences. The existence of this connection is the

core o f Searle's objection; to whi ch we should now turn .

Fi rstly, i t is appropriate to ask how ou r analysis of the use of

conditionals wi th SP clauses as antecedents or consequents , meets

Sea r le's r equirement that ' the analysis of the meaning of a word (or

morpheme) must be consistent with the fact that the same word (or

morpheme) can mean the same thing i n all the grammatica l ly different

9
kinds of sentences in which i t can occur'.

We have offered the fol lowing account of the connection between

the occurrence of an SP clause as (s a y ) the an tecedent of a conditional

and its occurrence as a complete sentence: an SP utterance cha r ac t er -

i stically r esults f rom a speaker's possession of a certain partial

bel ief ; an utterance of the corresponding conditional characteristic-

a l ly r esults from a speaker's possession of a certain i nfer ential d isp-

osition, t he an tecedent menta l a ttitude of which is this same partial

belief. The connection between t he partial belief and the disposition

of which i t is the antecedent attitude is reflected, by convention , i n

t he relation between the clause in question as a complete ut terance and

the same clause as the antecedent of a conditional utterance. I n other

words, there i s the basis of a rule associated with the conditional
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form , such that someone who knows this r ul e, and who understands a

given sentence <i. e. who associates the cor rect mental a ttitude with

this sentence) , will understand and be able to use a conditional i n

which this sentence occurs as antecedent , even i f he has never prev­

i ous l y enco untered such a condi t i ona l .

The r ecognition that there must exist some such rule ought t o be

the basis of Sear l e' s ob ject ion . For it i s on l y s uch r ules which give

s i gnifi cance t o the r epetition of t he same words (or morpheme s) in

different gr ammatical context s . For example , if language wer e finite ,

in the sense that every utteran ce had t o be chos en f rom a finite l i s t,

then i n principle every occurrence of a member o f the l i s t as a part

of s ome other member could be eliminated, simply by the invention of

some new word. Repetitions would t herefore be of no more significance

than the existence of namesakes. So the potentially i nf ini t e charact er

of l anguage gives point to an objecti on such as Searle 's . It is s een

that language can only be potential l y infinite (and yet comprehensible

by a finite intel l igence) , i f there is a finite system of rules f or

cons t r uc t i ng new well-formed expre ss i ons from ol d ones an d from the

f i nite s tock of words. A proposed analysis of some pa r t of langua ge i s

thus unac cept able i f i t is unable to make sense of such rules.

However , although r epetitions would be insignificant if language

were finite , it does not f ol low f rom the fact tha t l anguage is infini te

that a ll - or indeed, any - repetitions are s i gn ifi cant . I t is possible

to invent l anguages in which transformations according to cont ext

en sure that the same ' me an ing' is expres sed by dif ferent wor ds in dif f ­

er ent contexts; and in whi ch s urface r epetitions are ther efore i nsi9­

nificant~O So even i f it is unlikely that actual l anguage s are of this

kind , it is useful that Searle' s objection can i n princ i ple be gr oun ded

in anothe r way: on an empi r i ca l investi gati on of the ability of

speakers to unde r s t and and use sentences which they have not prev-
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i Ollsly encountered , j us t s o l ong a s they are f ami l i ar with the comp­

onent words and s t r uc t ures of such sentences. (Note that this ability

might be evident even in the speakers of a finite l anguage, if it were

large enough to make impractical t he task of grasping i t s sentences

individually) . It is possible , in principle, t o es t abl i sh empirical

facts of the f ol l owi ng gene r a l form : in language L, speakers who are

familiar with a sentence (or word , or construction) x, and with a

sentence-forming function F( ) , are able to understand and use the

sentence F (x) even i f they have not previously encountered it . The

common ground between Sear le and those he calls the speech act anal­

ysts , on which his ob j ec t ion must rest , seems to consist in fact s of

this general (broadly s ynt ac t ical) form.

Our account of condi t i ona l s s eems to make good sense o f the

relevant facts of this kind. I t takes familiarity with the conditional

structure to be a matter o f having l earnt the association of condit­

ional utterances wi t h inferential dispositions , the antecedent and

consequent attitudes of which a r e the mental states associated with the

antecedents and consequents of t he conditionals in question . There is

thus a general pattern associated with the condi t iona l form, whos e

application in a particular cas e depends in a s t r a i ght f orwar d way on

the conventions governing the use of the antecedent and consequent of

the given conditional , when these clauses stand alone as compl e t e

sentences.

I n defence of Searle, it might be said that the partial assertion

view i s not a speech act analysis, and so i sn 't the kind of view he is

objecting to . We have no di r ec t interest in settling this c l a i m - onl y

in showing that there isn' t an objection on the l i nes o f Searl e ' s t o

the partial assertion proposal . But not e that our emphas i s on the

mental attitudes characteri stical ly associated with various utterances

is not incompatible with an account which s t resse s the speech acts
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performed in the making of such utterances. There can be no difference

in the i l locut i onary acts performed, wi thout a correspondi ng difference

in the characterist i cally associ ated mental atti t ude. And ~peech acts

would be pointl es s if they didn I t have at least the po tent i a l to pr od­

uc e a change in t he mental state o f hearers t o whom they ar e directed.

So although s ome differences between utterances with respect t o their

associated mental attitudes will be explai n,ed in terms of differences

of sense, rather than differences of force, there seems to be a r eply

to Searle in explicitly speech act terms, parallel to ours . The complex

speech act performed by an utterance of ' I f it is probable that q,

then r' (say) will, as Sea r l e rightly r equires, be sys temat ical ly

related to that performed by 'It is probable tha t r', the connec t i on

being s i gna l l ed by t he condit ional construction o f the former sentence .

I t is true that the connect ion will not be as s imple and direct a s

e i ther of the a l t erna tive s that Sea r le s ugges ts; and a l so that the

nature of the connection - and the nature of the speech act per formed

by the conditional - will need t o be e xpl a i ned in something like the

mental state terms we have used; but thes e facts do not s eem t o count

against the claim of s uc h an account to be a speech act analysis.

The indicative conditi onal i s no t the only t ype of construct ion

on which searle bases his ob j e ction . He ment ions sever a l others , incl­

uding interrogati ves, negations, disjunctions, opta t ives and pas t ­

tensed cons t ructions . I don' t propose t o deal with these here i n a s

much de t a i l as we have the cond i t iona l , but I s hall indica t e i n each

case the form o f an accoun t which seems t o be cons istent with our

gene r a l approach, and whi ch seems t o meet Searle's requirements, t o the

extent that thes e are well-founded on t he kind of gr ounds we have out ­

lined. No doubt various possible obj ections will be l eft unanswered,

but I hope at l eas t t o show that Searle' s argument very much under-

•
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estimates the resources of this kind of programme .

Taking negation first , how are we to explain 'It is not the cas e

that it i s probable that g '? (The awkward construction here is to make

clear that the negation operator attaches to the entire c lause ' I t is

probable that g'). With what mental attitude is such an utterance

characteristically associated? And does it relate t o the attitude

associated with ' I t is probable that g ' i t self in a way which can be

t ak en to be a function of the use of the negation construction?

We want to know, in effect, under what circumstances a person

wi ll ordinarily deny t hat i t is probable that q. Under what circumst­

ances will a person say 'That's false ' in response t o the statement

' It i s probable that g '?

The most usual such case is that in which a person has an attit­

ude which conflicts with the attitude characteristically associated

wi th the utterance of ' I t is probable that q ' - i.e. with a strong

partial bel ief that q. That is, a case in which a person has some other

degree of partia l belief that q. However, i t seems we should a llow for

the possibi lity that an agent may have grounds for r ej ecting a strong

partial belief tha t q , without settling on any other degree of belief

that q . So we should say that most generally , the utterance of 'It i s

not the case that i t probable that q ' is associated with the attitude

of r e j ec t i on o f a strong partial belief that g. And the effect of the

negation construction, applied to a given sentence , is to produce a

sentence whos e associated mental attitude is the rejection of the

attitude associated with the i nit i a l s entence.

Having said this, i t is important t o note that there is little

ordi nary use for the app l ication of a negation operator i n this way.

' I t is not probable that q' , for example, usually has the sense of ' It

i s improbable that q ' - which is associated with a weak partial belief

that q (or strong partial belief that not-g), rather than with simply
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the r e j ec t i on of a strong partial belief that q. And in t he limiting

case , ' It is not the case that q' seems to be always associated with

an effectively ful l disbelief that q (or full belief that not-q), and

never with the mere rejection of a ful l bel ief that q (which would

leave open the possibility of a partial belief t ha t q, as wel las a ful l

belief that not-q}~ILet us call this strong negation, as opposed to the

earlier weak negation . Thus we find that ordinary usage a lways intends

strong negation in negating sentences employed to make f ull assertions;

and us uall y does so in negating partial assertions. Note t ha t t hi s fact

does not help Searle 's objection. Strong negation is just as capable as

weak negation of being signalled by certain constructions; and our kind

of account is able to deal with either.

The se two types of negat ion give rise to two kinds of disjunc-

t ion. Thus suppose we say that the mental state characteristically

associated with 'It is probable that q or it is probable that r' i s

the same as that associated wi th 'If it i s not p robable that q, then it

is probable that r '. The latter attitude is an inferential disposition ,

whose consequent mental attitude is a strong partial belief that XI and

whos e antecedent a ttitude is either a rejection of a strong partial

belief that q, or a strong belief that not-g, depending on whether the

negation in the antecedent of the conditional concerned is taken to be

weak or strong. If we call the resulting disjunctions ' weak' and

'strong ' correspondingly , it is apparent that an inference can be drawn

f r om a strong disjunction l es s often than from a weak one (because a

strong negation supports a weak one , but not conversely) . J ust as in

ordinary usage negation of utterances employed to make ful l assertions

is always strong, so is their disjunction. And similarly ordinary

disjunction of SP sentences seems to be usually, i f not a lways, strong.

Note that if there are weak SP disjunctions, then there might be

'mixed' disjunc t ions , strong in one direction and weak in the other -



7:24

particular l y in cases in which only one dis junct i s an SP clause

( 'Either r , or it i s probable tha t q ') .

Disj uncti ons seem to be symmetric - the order o f the disjuncts

seems t o make no difference. But we have seen tha t the transposition

o f a condi t iona l , a l though perhaps admi t ted in some cases in vi rtue of

some habit, does not have the same status as the condit ional itself. So

this account of t he mental s tate associated wi th a disj unction needs to

be modi f ied . In t he above case i t i s not merely the state as sociated

with 'If i t is not probable that q , then it i s probable that r ' , but

the con junct ion of t his state and that associated wi t h ' I f it i s no t

probable that r, then it i s probable that q ' . (In t he case of weak

dis junct ion this modification would be necessary even i f t ransposition

were avai lable , because double weak negation i s not equivalent to no

negation a t a l l) .

Inter rogat ives and optat ives di f fer f rom the ki nds of sentences

we have considered so far in t hat they do not, even i n ideal circum­

stances , trans f er to a hearer the same mental attit ude whose possession

by a speaker has l ead t o their utterance; or at least i t i s not essen­

t ial t o t heir role tha t they should ever do so . Thus i f we describe the

ment a l a ttitude most characteristi cal ly associated with the utterance

o f ' I s i t the case that q?' as wondering whe t her q, it may be that such

an ut t erance will lead a hearer to wonder whether q . This is most

likely when a speaker i s mistaken in thinking that the person t o whom

he speaks knows whether q , But it i s easy t o imagine a community who

never make this mistake , yet f or whom the activity of asking such

questions has just as much point as i t does for us. I n contras t, if a

gr oup of speakers us ed the utterances we know as as s ertions in such a

way that they were never the means of t r ans f er of a be l ief , we should

say that they were not being used as assert ions a t a l l; the act ivity of
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using them would have some other point . Similarly , the ut t eran ce

'I wish i t were the case that q ' might lead a hearer to desir e t hat q ,

but it is not essential to its r ol e that i t should ever do so .

wi th r es pec t t o the question ' I s i t probable that q? ', note that

it is appr opriate only i f the speaker r e f ers his SP beliefs (to do

with q ) to the base o f evidenc e he takes t he per son to whom he directs

the question to possess . His asking the que s t ion i s a s i gn that he

takes this to be the r elevant evidence . (This i s so , a t l eas t, in cases

in which the speaker i s actually t ry ing to f ind out whe t her it is

probable that q - i .e . is actually s eeking t o adopt a partial belief

wi th r e spec t to q . The question might also be used as in an exam, so

that the speaker is interest ed specifical l y in the hearer ' s attitude

t o q; and may have a differ ent a ttitude , based on different evidence ,

himself.) SO when the person asked s ays ' Yes' or ' No ', his implicit SP

utter ance r ests on the same base of evi dence as the original speaker's

would , i f he were to say , accordingly , 'I see, i t' s pr obabl e (not

probable) that q ' . Thi s expl a ins why a lthough i n genera l A' s claim that

i t i s not probable that q need not con tradi c t B's s tatement tha t it i s

probable that g , i f A asks B whether it i s probable that q he can

expect to r ece i ve an answer t o the question he asks - and not one t o

some di fferent question concerning B's viewpoi nt . Such a ques tion

indicates that the context is effectively truthconditional, in the

sense we have noted (p. 4:17).

This point as ide, the f ol l owi ng a r gument f rom Searle seems

misdirected (Searle presents it f or the ca s e o f ' t rue ' , bu t apparently

wi th the intention tha t i t should apply t o the other cases he mentions ,

inc l uding that of 'probable' ) :

The word (' probable' ) means or can mean t he s ame thing in inter rog­

at i ves as in indica t i ves •• . • I f i t d i dn 't , conve r sation would be

impossible , for ' I t is (probable )' would not be an answer t o the

question ' I s i t (probable)?' if ( 'pr obable') changed its meaning
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from interrogative to indicative senten ces:2

For one thing, conve r s a t ion could easily do wi t hout quest i on and an swer

pairs in which s i gni f i cant words occur in both - for exampl e by adop­

ting the convent i on that question s asked in English should be answered

in Japanese, and vice versa - though l ess extreme measures would

suffice. For another thing, t here i s no guarantee that when the same

word does occur in both, it 'means the same thing', in any ordinary

sense. This is shown by actual exampl es such as, 'Is it mine?', ' NO,

it is mine'; and by the possibility of convent ions unde r which the

meanings of words would vary according to whether their cont ext was

indicative or interrogative . So the claim that in a given such question

and answer pair a certain repeated word ' means t he s ame thi ng' i n both

occurr ences , requires an argument applicable t o the gi ven case; an

argument to show, for example , t hat t he r elevant wor d somehow makes the

same contribution to the meaning of the question as it does t o that of

the answer. Searle of f ers no s uc h argument, for the above case.

On the other hand, the approach we have been s uggesting i s able

to offer roughly the following account . A person who asks 'Is it prob­

able that q?' is cha r acter i s t ica l l y indicating that he wants t o be

guided in his adoption of a certain mental attitude with respect to q

by the corresponding attitude of the pers on to whom the question i s

directed. The word 'probable' indicates that the mental attitude

concerned i s a strong partial belief ; the speaker wants to know whethe r

to adopt such a belief that q . Similarly, the word 'probable' in the

answer 'It is probable that q' i ndicates that t he mental attitude being

expressed by this speaker is his partial beli ef ( t ha t q ). This connec­

tion expl a ins our i ntuition that i t i s not a mere accident t hat the

same word occurs i n both context s .

Not e that on t his view, asking 'Is it probable that q?' i s not

asking whether some sta t e of af fa i rs holds, in the way that we are used
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to thinking of ' I s it the case that r? ' , when r is truthconditional.

Similarly wi th optatives: ' I wish i t were probable that q ' i s not

wishing that some state of affai rs would ho ld , in the fami l iar sense .

This raises the question as to what counts as satisfaction of such a

wish. We seem bound to say that the wish i s satisfied when the speaker

comes to have a strong partial belief that q; and yet this seems wrong ,

in that it doesn ' t allow a dis t i nction between the r ea l satisfaction of

the wish on the one hand , and the speaker's believing the wish to be

satisfied on the other.

The solution i s to make it c lear that in such a case the sentence

' The wish is satisfied ' is no more t ruthcondi t ional t han ' It i s prob­

able that q ' itself. Thus if W i s the sentence ' I wish it were probable

that q', we must say that the utterance 'w i s satisfied ' indicates, but

does not state, that the speaker has a strong partial belief that q ,

just as 'I t is probable that q ' would ; the f ormer utterance is approp­

r i ate in certain circumstances . Hence X's utterance of 'w is not satis­

f i ed, but Y believes that W i s satisfied' is appropriate when , i nter

alia , X has a strong partial belief that not-q (or , if the negation is

taken to be weak, a r e j ecti on of a strong partial belief that q), but

believes t hat Y has a strong partial belief t ha t q. 'w is not satis­

fied, but I used to think that it was satisfied ' is handled similarly.

And ' w is no t satisfied, but I believe that W is satisfied ' is approp­

riate for a person who has a strong partial belief that not-q (or who

r e j ec t s a strong partial belief that q), but who mistakenly believes

that he has a strong partial belief that q. Such a s tate of mind is not

inconceivable , even if we should expect that being lead to make this

utterance would be enough to make such a person r ealis e his mistake.

The assertion condition of the first clause o f the utterance - i.e.

t hat the speaker have a strong partial belief that not-q (or that he

r e j ec t a strong partial belief that q) - is not incompatible with the
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truth condition of the second clause, which is that the speaker believe

he does have a strong partial belief that q. But if 'w i s satisfied'

meant ' I have a strong partial belief that q ', then i ts negat ion woul d

be an assertion that the speaker did not have such a partial belief,

and hence the assertion condition for the clause 'w is not satisfied '

would be that the speaker believe that he does not have a strong

partial belief that q. And this is incompatible with the truth cond-

i t i on of the clause 'I believe tha t W i s satisfied '.

Thus in denying that W i s a wish for some state of affairs, in

the usual sense , and hence denying that there is some state of affairs

whos e ho lding would constitute the satisfaction of W, we give. ourselves

the means t o distinguish between the claim that W is satisfied , and

t he claim that one believes that W is satisfied. The distinction para-

l l els that between ' It is probable that q ' and ' I believe it is prob-

able that q' - where the first utterance indica tes a strong partial

belief that q, and the second reports one (in the i ndir ec t way that

ordinary usage allows, given that the term ' pa r t i al belief ' is not in

13common use ) . Note that we also have a straightforward explanation for

the fact that ' I t is probable that q ' i s a way of i ndicating the satis-

f a ct i on of 'I wish it were probable that q', very similar to our

explanation of the corresponding fact about questions and answers .

Let us now turn to sentences of the form ' I t was probable that q ' ,

which , of the various examples Searle mentions i n his objection to the

speech act analysis, is the most difficult t o explain in terms

of our general approach. Note, firstly, that such a sentence is almost

a lways used not in isolation, but in contrast to a present-tensed

assertion (fUll or partial) that q - an implicit one, very often . Thus:

' I t was probable that Proper Name would win ' ( 'But he didn 't ' , or 'And

he did ', being understood) i or 'It was probable that Proper Name would
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win tomorrow , but i t is now improbable '. More r are l y a past-tensed

SP clause provides the grounds for an as s es sment of the present prob­

abi lity of some past event: 'I t wa s probable that Reagan would win ,

so he probably did' . I t might seem that there are many cases which are

not of these kinds , such as ' It was (or used to be) improbable that a

chi ld would survive to the age of f ive I - but this i s not a single-case

probability sentence. SP utterances are closely t ied to our present

expe ct at i ons (about s tates of affairs which may themselves be past,

present , future , or of no temporal location), and hence to our present

behaviour. Since we are unable to affect our past behaviour , we have no

direct interest in actual or hypothetical past expectations. Hence our

l a ck of use for past-tensed SP ut t er ances in i s ol at i on . (Note t ha t in

contrast , 'It will be probable that q' is generally taken to imply

'It i s probable that q '; a fact which is perhaps more readily explained

on our view than by various objectivist accounts , which seem committed

to making sense of objective probabilities changing over t ime).

The significance of our lack of us e for past-tensed SP utterances

in isolation i s partly t hat i t means we have no need t o associate such

a sentence wi th some past partial belief, actual or hypothetical; there

i s always a relevant present belief. And because i t s uggests that such

sentences have a r a ther specialised use , i t suggests t hat we are f ree

t o give a rather complex interpretation of such an utterance , without

having to meet the objection that it is unlikely that a very common

usage has such a r elatively complex basis.

I propose to interpret 'It was probable that q' as , in the most

general case, equivalent to

7.4 For some r, if it (eve r ) were the case that r then it would

be probable that q, and it was the case that r.

By 'equivalent to' here I mean that the mental attitudes character -
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istically associated - in the sense we have been using - with utter ­

ances of the two sentences concerned, are the same.

The f i rst important qualification, however, is that 7.4 will

generally r epresent only what is conveyed to a hearer, in ideal circum­

stances , by ' I t was probable that q'; and not the state of mind of the

speaker. For there wi ll gener ally be some t: ' of which the speaker

believes

7.5 If it (ever) were t he case that r ' t hen it would be probable

that q , an d i t was the case that t: " ,

(The most significant case in which 7.5 may not be what the speaker

believes seems to be that in whi ch his grounds for the utterance ' It

was probable that q' are that he has heard someone else , whom he takes

to be r e l iabl e, making the same utterance: then. if he doesn 't know on

what past evidence this person is r e l ying , his attitude will go by 7 .4

rather than 7.5). So in the usual case the speaker 's characteristic

mental attitude consists in the combination of a disposition to infer

f r om a bel i e f that r ' (is true at a parti cular time) t o a s t rong

par tia l belief that q (is true a t a corresponding time ) , wi th a bel ief

that it was the case that x ' (at some particular ear l i er t ime ). Note

that such a mental attitude does not commit the speaker to a strong

partial belief that q is true a t a time corresponding to the present

time: only the additional belief that it is at present the case that x'

.....auld do so. (How all this is best put depends on whether r I and q are

taken to be t ens ed, and if so. on how tensed utterances are treated by

an account such as ours ; but I would prefer not to discuss these quest­

i ons her e ) .

Although i n the usual case an utterance of ' I t was probable

tha t q ' i s an i ndication that there i s some r e l evant r ' such that the

speaker believes that i t was the case that r s , the utterance is not in
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any sense an assertion that it was the case that r ' - just as , as we

have seen , 'It is probable that g ' is in no sense an assertion about

the speaker 's evidence . But whereas in the latter case a hearer who

takes the speake r to be r e l iable will adopt a strong partial belief

that q , in the former one there is no simple co r responding attitude.

However , i n many contexts s peakers share common beliefs about the

r elevan t past s tates o f affairs - i .e . they have the same beli e f s , and

t ake it f or grant ed t hat they do so - so that the hearer a l ready

bel ieves that it was the case that r ' , and kno ws that r' is the state

of a f fairs r elevent to the speaker 's ut t erance of ' I t was probable

that g '. I n such a case , if the hearer takes the speaker to be

r eliable , the ut terance wi ll give r i s e to the same mental attitude on

the part of the hearer as it r es ult s from on the part of the speaker.

Otherwise . in the most general case, a t rusting hearer will

adopt only the mental attitude of which 7.4 is an appropriate

expression. This complex attitude i nvolve s a sub-attitude of a type we

have no t ye t discussed : that associated wi th the exi s t ent i a l quant­

ifier. I think we may const r ue this in t erms of negation and the univ­

ersa l quantifier. The universal quantifier seems relatively easi ly

dealt wi th . as as soc iat ed wi th a habit of adopt ing (or a disposition to

adopt) an atti t ude At (x ) , with respect to any x believed to be in the

r ange o f the quantifier in ques tion. The nature of At ( ) depends on the

form o f the scope of the quantifier. In the case of 'All participants

in the lottery wi ll probably l os e their money' , for example, At(x) will

be a s trong partial belief that x will lose his money .

We want to say that an utterance of the form ' For some x , S(x) '

is ch aracteristica lly associ ated with the same mental attitude as the

corresponding ut t erance o f t he f orm ' I t is not the case that for all x ,

not Sex) '. But we have distinguis hed t wo kinds of negation (p . 7:23);

whi ch one is applicable to each of t he two co ntexts her e?
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Strong negat ion depends on the existence of a mental attitude

oppos ite t o that associated wi t h the sentence bei ng negated - for

example on a strong disbel ief (or weak partia l bel ief) that q in the

case o f ' It i s not p robable that q ' , and on an effective ly f ull disbel­

i e f t hat q i n the case of 'It i s not t he case that q '. There seems t o

be no such opposite ment al state to the ki nd of habit associated with a

universal quantifier , unless i t i s the habit of never do ing wha t ever i t

i s . But a person may think that i t i s no t the case that all business­

men are r ogues, say , without being disposed to never think that a

businessman is a r ogue . So t he f irst nega t i on in 'It i s no t the case

tha t for a l l x, not S(x)' i s a weak one.

If t he second negation is strong , then this utterance i s charact­

e r ist i cal ly assoc i ated with a r e j ection of t he habi t of adopting, f or

any x, the opposi te mental s tate to that characteristically assoc i ated

wi th the ut t eran ce 'S(x) '. If S(x) i s the sentence 'It is probable

tha t q(x)', for example , then this attitude amounts t o the r e j ection

of the habi t of adopting, f or any x, a strong partia l disbelief that

q( x ) (or a strong partia l belief that not-q (x». However a person may

r ejec t this habit , wi t hout there being any x wi th r espect t o which he

holds a strong par t i a l belief t hat q(x) (and is thus prepared t o say ,

' I t i s probab l e that q( x ) ' ) . This will be so f or a person who thinks

tha t for a l l x , t he re is a SOt chance that q(x) , for example. So if the

second negation i s taken to be s t rong, 'It i s not the case t hat for

a l l x, i t i s not probable that q(x) ' cannot be t aken t o be equivalent

t o ' For some x , it i s probable that q(x) ' .

I therefore take bo th negations in 'I t is not the case that for

a l l x , not S( x)' t o be weak; and hence t ake ' For some x, S(x) , to be

charac t eris tically associated with a rejection o f the habit of r e j ect­

ing , for any x , the mental att itude characteristically associated with

the utterance ' s ex ) ' .
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In the case in which sex) is truthconditional, the claim that the

second negation here i s weak seems to conflict with our earlier

(p. 7:23) observation t hat ordinary usage applies only s trong negation

t o sentences used to make f ull assertions. However , t he conventions

governing truthcondit ional contexts seem to ensure t ha t in this case

the second negation can be t aken to be strong : that i f Sex) i s t ruth­

conditional, then a person wil l only r e j ec t the habit of disbelieving

t ha t Sex), for every x , i f he does think there is some x such that i t

is the case that sex). The possibility that would otherwise count

against s t rong negation - that he might merely think that there is

some x such that i t is probable that S (xl , say - i s taken to be ruled

out by the nat ure of the context . (It is hard t o say exactly what con­

ventions ensure that t his i s so ; but the law of excluded middle seems

to play an important role).

Applying all this to the case that we are interested in ,

we t hus take 7.4 to be characteristically associated with the r e j ection

of the hab i t of re jecting, for propositions r , the combination of the

disposition to i nfer f rom a bel ief that r to a strong partial belief

that q, wi th the belief that it was the case that r. Note that reject­

i ng the combinat ion of two mental states amounts to re jecting their

conjunction, not to t he conjunction of the r e j ec t i on of one with the

r e j ection of the other.

The relative complexity of the mental states we thus associate

wi th past-tensed SP utterances seems to me to be no objection to our

general view. We have seen that the complexity results f r om the

relation of the evidence on which the speaker relies to the context of

utterance - f rom the fact that it is not usually evidence which the

speaker would now us e . The hearer 's relation to this evidence is gener­

ally di f f er ent , so there is further complexity - the details depend on

wha t base of evidence the hearer has in cotmlon wi th the speaker. Now i f
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such utt erances were a common and fundamental part of ordinary usage,

we might expect a much simpler account than this. But we have seen that

there i s relat ively l i t tle use for such sentences . When they are used ,

moreover , i t seems t ha t they are often a source of conf usion - people

fail to dis tinguish 'It was probable that q' f r om 'It is probable that

i t was the case that g' , f or example; or are r eluc t ant to accept s uch a

claim as ' I t was probable t hat he would win , but he lost '. In the

latte r case ' I t seemed probable t ha t he would win, but he lost ' is

often preferred ; an ut t er ance which has a much more straightforward

analysis , in t erms of t he speaker 's previous partial beliefs, and

perhaps those of hi s peers - or in terms of his bel iefs about t he s e

partial beliefs, to be precise. So i f anything ordinary usage provides

a certain amount of evidence that a past- tensed SP utterance is a

r a the r complex construct ion .

I t shoul d be emphasised that the mental states we are taking to

be as soc i a ted wi t h utterances need not be consciously he l d - and cert­

ainly not in the sense that speakers should , if asked , be able t o

r eport their possession of these att i tudes. I f that were so , l anguage

woul d be impo ss ibl e unless i t had the means (and i t s speakers had the

abi l i ty ) t o r efer t o a l l i t s associated mental attitudes. Our own lang­

uage seems a t present very l imited i n this r espect. We have already had

t o invent a term or two ( 'inferential disposition ', for example) , even

to deal with very common types of utterance.

The more we have t o characterise new kinds of mental state , the

more we are likely to find that our classification of s uch entities

depends on some prior classification of the utterances with which we

are taking these ment a l s tates to be associated. We saw in Chapter 6

(pp . 6 :3-4) that this is likely to be the case , but that it doesn 't

undermine the use we were then making of the no t ion of the mental
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attitude associated with a type of utter ance , which was to i nt r oduce

the notion o f partial assert ion in terms of partial belief. I n this

case the mental state is r elatively famil i a r , and so does serve to

characterise t he t ype of utterance . I n this chapter we have made a

different us e of associated mental attitudes: they have enabled us to

gi ve an account of t he connect i on between the use of an SP clause as a

comple t e sentence and its uses as a component of var ious more complex

sentences - and thus, I think, to meet the objections of Geac h and

Searle. This us e does not depend on an abili t y t o classify associa ted

mental s tates without a prior classification of the corresponding

utterances.

I t i s worth emphasisi ng that our us e of the notion of the mental

state character istical ly associated with an utterance does not commit

us to claiming tha t every utterance of a particular sentence signifies

that its speaker has the mental s tate we have said to be characterist­

i cal ly associated with such an utterance . I t doesn 't r ule out insincere

SP ut t erances , for example; or many kinds of special ised uses of these

and other utter ances , in which the use of an utterance doesn't conform

to i ts most characteristic pat t ern. At most we need to claim that these

s peciali s ed us e s rely on the characteristic one - that they woul d not

be unde rstood by someone who di d not understand the characteristic use ,

in particular. (Our sentence II am incapable of believi ng anything ' ­

p . 7: 13 - i s a minor example of such a specialised use) .

Under lying this approach is r oughly the f ollowing view of l ang­

uage. Learning a l anguage is a matter o f acquiring habits, particularly

of t wo basic kinds: habits of making utterances whose form depends on

various aspects of one 's mental state ; and habits of changing one's

mental state i n various ways, in response to various features of utter ­

ances one has heard . Thes e habi ts are general in form, and many of them

operate in the production or use of a single utterance . The i r us e of
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particular words and other s yntac t i ca l components is conven t iona l , but

no t without r es tri cti ons : i t i s essentia l tha t the conventions be such

as t o provide synt act i call y- ba s ed r ules to enabl e speakers t o gene r a te,

and hearer s to utilise , utterances which they have not pr eviously

enco unter ed . Nei ther a s peake r 's product ion o f an ut t e r ance as a r esult

o f his pos s es sion of a cer t a in menta l s tat e , nor a hearer ' s utilisation

of tha t utterance t o produce a particul ar mental s tate , i s a conscious

decis i on - or indeed a dec isi on at all. This i s no t t o deny that some

or all of the mental s t a t es involved may be cons c i o us l y held (whatever

this amounts t o) , but j us t that t here need be a conscious be l i ef of the

f orm •I have this mental state, so I should make such-and- s uch an

utt erance ' (or •I have heard this utt erance, so I should adopt sueh­

and- s uch a mental attitude ' ) . There may well be cases in which ut ter ­

ances do in part r es ul t from, or produce , belief s of thi s f orm - but

then these bel iefs simply f orm part o f a complex mental state , whos e

connect i on with the utterance i n questi on i s not itself mediated by

another consc i ous attitude . Recognition of this po i nt i s essential , if

we are t o avoid an ob j ect i on bas ed on the observation tha t most of the

menta l s t ates to which thi s a ccount wi l l need to r efer are not ones of

whos e exi stence most speakers are - or any speaker s need be - aware ; or

even ones f or which or dinary l anguage has names .

Final ly , this vi ew might s eem too commit ted t o the existence of

compl ex mental s tates , prior to the ability to speak a complex l ang­

ua ge. On the cont r ary , it would thus be c l a ime d , our ability t o adopt

vari ous complex ment al a t t i tudes (if not t o adopt even simple ones) .

depends on our po s s es s i on of a l anguage •in which to think I . I think

s uch an objec t ion i s unl ikely to be s uccessf ul . For one thi ng , the

notion of thinking i n a par ticul a r l an guage seems far l es s applicable

t o unconscious mental s tat es than to conscious ones . More importantly,

the view we have taken seems cons ist ent with t he clai m t hat mental
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complexity , and the capacity to hold cer tai n complex mental attitudes,

develops alongside linguistic ability. It is true that such an account

would have to a llow for a ce r t a i n innate ca pac i t y for comp lex l inguisti c

and mental activity, but any app r oach seems bound to admit thi s much.

Notes

1 . Geach (19 60 ) ; the argument is repeated in his (1965) . And

Searl e (1969), pp. 136-141.
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to' t
1

, t
2

, .•. , in such a way that knowing the form of t
i

, i t is

possible to work out that of t
i

+
1

. Let L
2

be defined f rom L
l

by the

rules (i ) To e xpress what would o t herwis e be expressed by ' Not t. '

"
say ' Not t

i
+

1
' ; and (ii) To expr es s what would otherwis e be expr ­

essed by ' t i and t
j

' say 'ti +
2

and t
j
+

2
' ; these r ules to be appl ied

r epeatedly in building up sent e nces of multiple complexity. Thus i f

51 is t o and 52 i s t
1

, what is expres sed b y I (Not t ol and t
1
, in

L
1,

is expre s s ed in L
2

by ' t and t
3

, whe r e n is the index inn+ 2
,

the given list of 'Not t 1
, I nterpreting a sentence o f L

2
i s a.

matter o f applying these rules i n reverse , in the orde r d ict a t ed by

the structure of the s ent ence concerned , and then of rebuilding t he

sentence in Ll • But in L2 itself , occurrence s of 51 and 52 in
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11 . We are relying on this f act i n wr i t ing 'not-q ' . I t s explana tion i s
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rejecting an effectively full belief that q - though this woul d not

be s o if ther e were non-relational ob j ec t i ve chances , f or then

evidence that the chance that q is other than 1 would comprise such
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12. Searle (1969), p. 137 .

13. Cf. pp. 6 :13-14. We can say ' I am confident that qt, which has a

very similar sense t o ' I believe it i s pr obable that g '; the fac t

that one is somet imes more a ppr opri a t e t han the other s eems expl ic-

able lar gely in contextual terms - because a di scus sion i s , or i s

not, couched in terms of pr obabilities , f or example .
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8. FURTHER PROBLEMS.

CONDITIONAL PROBABILITY

Jona t han Cohen r a i s es the f ollowi ng objection t o ' guarded

as s e r tion' theories of probability :

••• (A) ny anal ysis for the term ' pr obabl e', tha t i s to a l low

i nterpre t ati on o f the mathemat ica l calculus of chance as a l ogi c of

probabi l ity, mus t at least eluc idate a certain wel l -known f act. This

is that the f ol lowing t hree expressions do not necessarily have the

same truth-va l ue for part icular A, B and n , viz. : p(B, A) = n ,

p (A ~ 8) = n, and A -) P (B) '" n . And t he guarded- as s ertion theor y i s

i nherently i ncapable, on i ts own, of elucidating this fac t , because

a l l three expressions can f unction equal ly well as forms of guarded

assertion wher e t he t r uth of A i s the only known or assumed eVidence ~

Let us r ead 'par t ial assertion' for ' guarded as sert i on ' . I s t he partial

assert ion view of SP utterances able to meet this objection? And more

generally , how does this view r elate to t he mathematical calculus of

chance , or probabil i t y?

Let us f i r stly cons ider the pair of expressions ' p(B, A) = n' and

' A -7 p(B) = n" , The fact t hat these expressions may have di f ferent

t ruth-values (for par t icul ar A, B and n ) i s supposed to be r evealed by

examples i n which p(B, A) is not equal to p(B) , and i n which A is cont-

ingently true . Now ' p (B,A)' is gene r a lly r ead as , and intended to

f ormali se, 'the probability of S, given A'. Thus if 'A ~ pCB) '" n ' i s

r ead as 'If A, then t here is a probab i lity n t hat S', then the non -

equivalence o f these expr essions i s r evealed by a case in which for

some n1 and n2 (n
1

~ n
2

) : (i) the probabili ty of a, given A, i s n1 ;

(i i ) the probabil i t y of B is n
2

; and (i i i ) it is the case that A. For

i n such a case , the claim is , the assumption that (iv) if A, then the

probab i l i ty of B i s n
1

, l eads to a contradiction.

However , the part i al as sertion account denies t ha t (ii) and (i v )



are truthconditional, and seems likely to do the same for (i), when

it offers an interpretation of such a sentence. It therefore doesn't

admit a notion of equivalence here based on speaker-independent truth-

values, but only the following substitute: it says that two sentences

are not equivalent if and only if there are circumstances in which a

speaker acquainted with both will be prepared to use (or assent to) one

but not the other. The relevant question is thus whether, on our

account, a speaker can have the mental attitudes associated with each

of (i), (ii) and (iii), at the same time. We know that this is not so

2for (ii), (iii) and (iv) (for an ideal speaker, at any rate), because

the belief associated with (iii) and the inferential disposition assoc-

iated with (iv) together guarantee a partial belief of degree n
i

,

rather than n
2

, that B. So only if the situation is different with

respect to (i), (ii) and (iii) does this objection point to a si9Oif-

icant difference between (i) and (iv).

The fact that we do not yet have an interpretation of (i) in line

with our general account prevents us from demonstrating that (i) is

just as incompatible as (iv) is with (ii) and (iii). Instead, we have

to ask whether there are any actual cases in which speakers do assent

simultaneously to sentences of the forms (i). (ii) and (iii). It seems

to me that there are not, at least so long as 'The probability of B

is n' is an SP sentence, which is the case that concerns us here.

If it is true that ordinary usage doesn't significantly disting-

uish between (i) and (iv). then we may take the mental attitude

characteristically associated with (i) to be the same as that assoc-

iated with (iv) - i.e., a disposition to infer from an effectively full

belief that A to a partial belief of degree n
i

that B.

There seem to be two strands in the usual rejection of this

equivalence. One is the argument we have just looked at. About this,

note that the problem arises essentially with respect to (iv). If



8:3

probability ascr i pt i ons are truthconditional, then someone who as serts

'I f A, then probably B' , and admits that it may be that A, s eems

unable - consistently - to c l a i m also that it is not probabl e that B;

for this c l a im , with the initial assertion, entails that not A. On the

other hand 'The probability of B, given A' s eems to have an interpret­

a t i on given by

8 .1 p(B,A) - p tA & B) /p(A).

Unde r this interpretation, 'The probability of B, given A, i s high I

is not incompatible with 'The probability o f B is low', for a person

who admits that it may be that A. The claim that the probability of B

is low does seem to impose some cons t r a i nt on what may be consistently

claimed about the probability of A, for a given high p(B,A) - we sha l l

see why this i s later on - but i t doe s not r equire tha t A be s a id to

be fals e.

The second strand in the usua l r ej ection of the equi va l ence of

(i) and (iv) seems to be the view that the f ormer i s a ssociated with

'the odds at which (a pers on) would now bet on (B), the bet only t o be

valid if (A) i s true'; whereas t he latter i ndicates 'the degree to

whi ch (a person) would believe (B), if he believed (A) for certain ' ~

And these may be different, in general, 'for knowledge o f (A) might

f or psychological r easons profound ly alter (such a person 's ) whole

s ys tem of beliefs '~ I think our characterisation of the conditional

i n (i), in terms of the notion o f an i n ferent i a l dis position, largely

avoi ds this problem . There s eems to be no reason why we shouldn ' t allow

that such a disposition may be over r i dden , in certain cases , by a

di spos i t ion of s ome other kind - say by an agent' s disposition to

commi t suicide. if he comes to believe that A, t o gi ve an extreme

exampl e . Because 'If A then probably 8' i s not an assertion about the

s peaker 's s t a te of mind - indeed, not an assertion at all, i n the
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strict sense - its sincere utterance is not incompatible with the

existence of such an overriding disposition.

However, the question remains as to why someone who has the

disposition to infer from a full belief that A to a strong partial

belief that B, should accept certain odds but not others on a condit­

ional bet that B (the bet only to be valid if A is true). If we wish

to identify (i) and (iv) , and associate (i) with the choice of such

conditional betting odds, we shall have to provide a rather strong

answer to this question.

Ideally, a willingness to accept certain odds on an appropriate

conditional bet will turn out to be equivalent to - or at least a part

of - our behavioural characterisation of the relevant inferential dis­

position. We have not yet offered such a characterisation; if anything,

we have simply relied on the notion that someone who has such an infer­

ential disposition will exhibit the behaviour associated with its

consequent mental state (or at least will be disposed to do so), when­

ever he exhibits (or is disposed to exhibit) the behaviour associated

with its antecedent mental state. But it is important to'reoognise

that such inferential dispositions have a use, and are revealed, not

only when they are 1 actualised 1 in this way, but also in hypothetical

reasoning. And since a person's choice of conditional betting odds

seems to depend on such reasoning, I think we have good grounds for

expecting the kind of inferential disposition associated with (iv) to

be revealed in the choice of such odds. Indeed, a good indication that

there is this connection is the fact that if a person chooses certain

odds on a bet that B, conditional on A, but then different odds on a

straight bet that B, when A turns out to be the cas e , we do think his

behaviour ca l ls for explanation - we do look for the 'psychological

reasons' behind it. Mor eove r the fact that such an explanation typic­

ally concentrates on the way in which the 'knowledge of A might .• •
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alter such a person' s whole s ystem of beliefs' (p . 8 : 3) , shows that

we do generall y t ake it f or granted tha t the source of what ne eds t o be

explained is not, or is only indirectly, some f eature of the per son ' s

mental state prior t o his coming to believe that A; and so i s no thing

so s t r a i ght forwar d a s t he lack of a s i gn i f icant connection between his

choi ce of conditional betting odds and the mental state in virtue o f

which he i s prepared to assent to (iv).

Thus I think we are jus t i f i ed in t aki ng a willi ngne s s to assent

to either (i) or (iv) to be associated wi t h the choice of a condi t i ona l

betting quotient n
1

on a bet that B, cond i tiona l on Al and hence in

taking (i), as well as (i v ), to be charac t eristi ca lly associated with

a disposition to infer f rom an effectively full belief tha t A t o a

partial belief of degree n
1

that B.

I n thus denying that the standard use of •If A, then probably B'

supports the contraposi t i on , 'If it i s no t probable that B, then it is

not the case that A' , we deny that the f ormer 'If •• • then •• •• is the

truth- f unc t ional conditional. Since we are regarding 'It is probable

tha t 8' as non-truthconditi onal, we a r e bo und t o deny that a condit­

ional with t his c l ause as its consequent is truth-f unc t i ona l in the

standard s ense. But this f act does not in i t self commit us to r e j ecti ng

contraposition . We might interpret ' I f A then probab l y S ' as ' Not-A or

probably B' - and , as in Chapt er 7 (p . 7:24 ) , associate this disjunc­

tion with the mental s t a te consisting of two inf erentia l di s positions:

that f r om a belief that not-not-A t o a s trong partial bel i e f tha t B,

and that from a s trong partial disbelief that B (or a r ejection of a

s t rong parti al belief that S , if the negation is taken t o be weak) to

a belief that not -A.

The reason we have l i t tle or no use f or this di sjunction i s t hat

when 'It i s probable t hat S ' is the conclusion of some argument or

chain of r eas oni ng, the base of evidence on which it r ests always
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includes any premisses on which the conc l us ion rests . But if 'It i s

not probable that B' is to be used as a premiss in the transposition

of such an argument, it must r es t on a smal l e r base of evidence; other­

wise it would presuppose what it is supposed to refute. So , in effect,

the disjunction ' Not - A or probably B' runs t ogether two different uses

of 'It is probable that B' - uses which differ i n depending on diff­

erent bases of evidence . We have noted before that t o t reat a belief

as a full one is to t reat as irrelevant changes of evidence - to the

extent that we a re s ure that A, we are s ure that there i s no evidence

showing that not-A - and this explains why contraposition is permiss­

ible of the conditional ' I f A then B' , associated with the dispos ition

to infer f r om an e ffect i vely f ul l belief that A t o an effectively full

belief that B.

If (i) i s equ i va l ent to (i v), and the va l ue of the probability

of B, gi ven A, is correctly specified by 8 .1, t hen it needs to be

explained why someone who cl a ims ' I f A, then the probability of B is n'

should a l so agree that p(A & B)/p(A) : n . More exactly , it needs t o be

explained why a person should be prepared to claim (a) ' I f A, then the

probability of B is n ', (b) ' The probability of A & B i s n
1

' , and

(e) ' The probabi lity of A is n
2

' , only if n : n
1
/n

2
, or if not why a

person should bel ieve (a), (b) and (e) only on this condition , at least

why people generally do do so.

I t seems to me that the proper account will be of the latter

kind. Roughly, it wi l l explain this fac t about the way in which we

arrange our mental attitudes , as resulting from the nature of the

general habits which lead us t o adopt the particular mental a t titudes

associated with (a ) , (b) and (e) . We have not discussed the form of

these habits, or the form of t he i r an tecedent mental attitudes (i.e. ,

the attitudes given which these habi ts lead us t o adopt the menta l

states associated with such utterances as (a ), (b) and (e) . But to
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illustrate the pr esent po i nt , l et us s uppose that the antecedent

a t tit udes are ge neral beliefs about r elat i ve f r equencies, and that t he

habi t concerning (e) i s to adopt a partial be l ief o f degr ee n
2

tha t A,

if A inst antiat e s some genera l t ype such that one bel ieves tha t l oon
2

,

of propositions instantiating this type are t r ue . (This is r eally a

great over -simp l i f ication) . Then the habit concerning ( bJ i s to adopt a

partial bel ief of degree n
l

that A & B, if A and B instantiate general

types such that one believes that l OOn
l

, of propositions of the f orm

PA & Pa are true , where PA and Pa are o f the type i ns t antiated by A

and a , r espectively . (This i s also over -simplified: i f A and a are of

the gene r a l forms A{ ) and B( ), what i s important is the relative

f requency of true pr opositions of the form A(x) & a ( x ), not o f the

f orm A(x ) & Bey». And the habit concerning (a) i s to adopt a dispos­

i tion t o infer from an ef fec t ively f ul l belief that A to a partial

belief of degree n that a , just when the habits associ ated with (b) and

(e ) would lead to partial beli e f s o f degrees n
l

and n 2 that A & B and

A, r espective ly , and n = n
l/n2

•

The f act that people posses hab i ts of these ki nds will explai n

the f ac t that people are , general ly , prepared to claim (a) , (b) and

(e) only i f n = n l / n 2 . The quest ion then becomes, why do people have

s uc h habits? It seems to me that t he most p lausible approach i s an

evolutionary one . These habi ts are part of our linguis t i c and concep­

tual inheritance. That explains why we have them , while the fact that

they form part of this i nhe r i t ance is to be explained i n terms of their

gener a l usefulness (and of s everal circumstantial f ac t or s , such as the

capacity of human minds t o function at this l eve l, and perhaps the

existence of certain l inguis tic an d conceptual preconditions for t he

development of the language and concepts o f probability) •

I s hal l s ay a l i t tle more about this kind of expl anation i n

Chapter 9 (though not part icularly with r es pect to i ts present use) .
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I t s present use , t o r ecap, i s to account f or the f ac t tha t the use of

the expression ' The probabi l ity of B, given A, i s • • • • (formalised as

' p {B,A) D •• • ' ) is constr a ined by 8 .1 , given that we are claiming that

in practice it i s equivalent t o 'If A, then the probabi l ity of B

i s • . . • • I thi nk this sketch o f an explanation is enough t o dispel

the f eel ing that our equivalence claim leaves something mysterious

about this constraint.

We are now i n a position to observe the sense i n which both

'p{B ,A) = n ' and 'A ~p(B) = n' suppor t a ki nd of weak contraposition.

It r esul t s f rom the f ac t t hat peA & B) ~ pCB) , so that

p(B ,A) = peA & B)!p(A) ~ p(B)/p(A). So peA) ~ p(B)/p{B ,A) , so that

for f ixed p(B ,A) , there is an upper bound on peA) which decreases

with pCB ). I n particular, when p(B,A) i s c lose to 1, then peA) i s

virtual ly bounded above by pCB) - which gives standard contraposi tion

i n the l imiting case: if p(B ,A) = land pCB) = 0 , t hen peA) : O.

The partial assertion account wi l l interpret and j us tif y the

inequal ity ' p eA & B) ~ p(B)' as it does the equal i ty ' p (B,A) :

peA & B)/p(A) 'i t hat is . as a f ormalis ed description of a general

characteristic of the way in which we ar r ange our partial beliefs,

which holds because - and i n so far as - we adopt such belie f s

according to certain rule s of inference. The r esulti ng i nequali t y

'p eA) ~ p (B)/ p (B, A)' wi ll also be interpreted i n t his way - i . e. ,

r oughl y , as a formal i s ed description of a pattern into which our

partial beliefs tend to fal l. Note that our bel iefs may be generally

constrained in this way wi thout our being aware of the f ac t, and of the

r eas on for it ; and therefore without our having a corresponding rule of

inference , say f r om a disposition to infer f rom a bel ief that A to a

strong partial belief that B (i.e. what we would normally r eport as a

bel ief that the probabi l ity of B, given A, i s high), and a strong

bel ief t hat not B, to a strong bel ief that not A. This is also t rue of
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non-probabilistic inferences: as we saw in Chapter 7 (pp . 7:16-17) ,

the inf erent i al disposition associated with ' If A t hen B' does not in

i tself guarantee the transposed disposition, but may do so for someone

who has the habit of t ransposing such conditionals. We now see

that the source of such a habit may be an awareness of the formal

properties of rules of i nference whos e own j us t i f i ca t i on l ies at a more

bas ic level (though we should note that such an awareness might wel l

accompany a mistaken view of the origin of these formal properties).

Let us now t urn to the expression 'p (A -+- B) = n", To star t with ,

let us suppose t hat '~' i ndicates t he material conditional (a nd t hat

A and Bare t ruthconditional). Then ' A ~ B' is i t s e l f truthcondi t ional,

an d what it expresses can be believed , ful l y or partial ly, in the usual

way. And it can be bet upon , which is the best way to exhibit the di f f ­

erence bet ween ' p eA ~ B) = n ' and ' p (B, A) = n' (or ' A ~p(B) '" n ' , so

l ong as .~. i s not taken truth- functional l y, but r a t he r in the way we

have suggested). Thus s uppose I have the chance t o place a bet that if

the Vicar is struck by a thunderbolt , he wil l survive - i t being spec­

i f i ed that the condi t ional i s to be taken material ly . Although I think

t he Vicar would be unlikely to s urvive such an accident , I a l so have a

high degree of partial beli ef that the antecedent wi ll not be realised ;

that the Vicar wi ll not be struck. Hence I have a high degree o f

partial belief that the bet wi l l be won, and I shal l thus be prepared

to accept a high betting quotient , s taking a large amount for a small

potential return. And I shall be prepared to say 'Ther e i s a high

probability that A material ly implies B, where A is the proposition

that the Vicar wi l l be struck by a t hunderbolt, and B the proposition

that he will survive'.

I f on the other hand I am offered a conditional bet that the

Vicar will survive, the bet on ly to be valid i f he is struck by a

thunderbolt , I shall on ly accept at a very low betting quotient,
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corresponding to the very low degree of partial belief that t he Vicar

has survived , which I am disposed t o infer if I come to believe that he

has been struck. I shall thus be prepared t o s ay ' I f the Vicar were

struck by a thunderbolt , there i s very low probability that he would

survive'; or ' The probability that the Vicar will survive , given t hat

he is going t o be struck by a thunderbolt, is very l ow'.

In examples such as this the pa r t ial assertion account is ab le to

exhibit the difference between (the or di na r y l an guage expressions

represented by) ' p eA ~ B) .. n ' and ' p (B, A) "" n' (or 'A 7 p(B) = n ').

Now Cohen 's objection is that ' a l l thr ee expressions can function

equa l l y well as forms of (partial ) as sertion where the truth of A i s

the only known or assumed eVidence '~ This is so , roughly, because

8 .2 ptA 4 B) = p (not-A or B) = p (not-A) + p(B) - p (not-A & B)

(gi ven t hat ' -? ' is the mater ial conditional). Thus for a gr oup of

speakers who take p (A) = 1, so that p(not-A) = 0 ,

8.3 p(A ~ B) "" p (B).

In other words , the constraints of coherence are s uch that a person who

has an effectively full belief that A and a certain degree of par tia l

belief that A 4 B, should - for coherence - have the same degree of

partial belief that B. I f such a speake r thinks that a hearer also has

the full belief t ha t A, and that the hearer knows that the s peaker

believes that A, he will take 'There is a probability n that A -} B' to

be a s ui t abl e expression of his partial belief of degree n that B. This

utterance may be preferable to ' The r e is a probability n t hat B' , f or

exampl e if the speake r wi shes to conc ea l his pa r t ial belief t hat B from

a second hearer , who (the spe ak er be l ieves ) does not know that the

speaker believes that A.

However, this kind of thing is not confined to contexts involving
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probability . Suppose you and I both know that a third person, X, was

seen in the vicinity of the bank, s oon after it was robbed; but that X

doesn't know we know this. I am certain that if X was in the vicinity

at the time it was he who robbed the bank , and therefore certain that

he did i t. To express this belief to you in the pr esence of X, without

letting him know that I'm certain that he did i t , I may say 'If X was

in the vicinity of the bank at the time , he is the person who r obb ed

it' (or better still , 'Either X robbed the bank, or he was nowhere in

the vicinity at the time ' ). But the existence of this kind of case

does not show that a speech act analysis is unable to make sense o f the

difference between asserting that B and a s serting that A materiall y

implies that B; or between the latter speech a ct and that which exp­

resses a disposition to infer from a full belief that A t o a full

belief that B. It i s s impl y that these differences are not clearly

revealed in this kind of case - rather as the difference between

'Hesperus i s a planet ' and ' Phosphor ous i s a pl ane t ' i s not revealed in

a community of speakers who take it f or granted that these names r e f e r

to the same thing, for example .

The same is true in the probabi l is t i c ca s e . The partial assertion

accoun t admit s a clear dist i nct ion between 'It i s probable that A

materially implies that B' and ' I f A then probably B' (or ' B, given A,

i s probable' ; note again that s i nce this account denies that 'It is

probable that B' is truthconditional , it i s unabl e to make sense of a

demand f or an interpretation of ' A materially implies that probably s ';

c f . pp. 8:5-6). But i t i s free to admit that in certain ca s es, s uch as

when A is t aken for granted , t hi s distinction is not r evealed in the

use of these expressions .

HaVing s a i d this , it i s i mportant t o no te t hat it is ver y rare

indeed for ' I t is probable that if A then S ' to be used in the s ens e of

' I t i s probable that A materially implie s that B' . Instead the former
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sentence is a lmost always equivalent in use to 'If A, then it is

probable that B' (and hence, as we have seen , to ' B i s probable , given

that A'). This is shown, for example, by our r e j ection of an inference

f rom (1) 'It i s very unli kely that the Mayor wi l l come f or l unch ' to

(il) 'It is probable that if the Mayor comes for l unch, he wi ll have

f orgot t en to s have '. I f (il) wer e of the form 'It is probable that A

mater ially i mplie s tha t B' , then (i), and t he fac t that

peA materially implies B) = p(not-A) + pCB) - p(not - A & B) = p(not - A) ,

would entail (ii); yet obviously we don 't take s uch an i nf erence to be

val id.

6Ernest Adams has presented many simi lar examples. And David Lewis

has s hown that under very weak assumptions no int e r pre t a tion of '~'

can reconc i le such examples with the claim that 'It i s probable t hat

i f A t hen 8 ' i s of the form 'I t i s probable that (A ~ B) ' : However,

ne i ther Adams nor Lewis draws the conclusion that we s imply don 't have

any or dinary use for sentences ascribing probabilities to i ndi cative

condi t ionals; rather each concludes , roughly speaking, that the assert-

ab ili ty of such a condi t i ona l goes by the condit ional probability of

i t s consequent , given its antecedent , and not by i t s own absolute

probability . Hence each faces the t ask of expla ining this fact . Now

this conclusi on does not seem to be available to an account s uch as

ours, a t l east as a di stinct conclusion from t he claim that ordinary

usage simply doe s n' t ascribe probabilit ies t o i ndic ati ve conditionals;

thi s i s so , roughly , because we do not have a notion of meaning, ot he r

than i n terms of assertabil ity conditions. But this distinction seems

no l os s . It is true that we ought to explain why or di nary usage behaves

in this way , but this seems a s i mpler task than the one that Adams and

Lewis set themselves.

I ndeed, if indicative conditional ut t eran ces are to be understood

as being - most character istically , at any rate - expressions of
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difficult t o see what role there could be f or an utt erance of the form

' I t is probable t hat (A -+ B) ". Such an utterance would presumably have

t o be associated wi th a part i a l i n ferential disposition; but how can a

constant disposition come by degrees? (And we certainly shouldn 't

associate s uch an utterance with an inconstant disposition - say, to

usually i nfer a bel ief that B f rom a belie f that A) . So i f this view of

cond i t ionals is correct, it is not surprising that ordinary usage does

not ascribe probabi l i ties t o conditionals , except perhaps to material

ones . And a lthough, as we have seen , t he partial as s e r tion view can

make sense of an a scription of t he l atter kind, the scarci ty of such

ascriptions in ordinary use seems a t l eas t partly expl a ined by the f act

t hat we r arely use t he conditional f orm of the mat e r i al conditional. We

tend to us e the dis junctive form ins t ead , to which probab i lities do

seem to be ascribed i n t he standa rd way - i.e . , in part icular , so t hat

as peAl i ncreas e s, so does peA or B) . If there are any us es of the

mate r ial conditional in conditional form, and it turns out that even in

these cases probabi l ities are not ascribed to the conditional, then we

s hal l have t o s ay there is simply a convent ion not to use the form

' I t i s probabl e that if A then B' i n this way . But such a convention is

perhaps to be expected , given the much more widespread use of this f orm

wi th r espec t to non- mat er i a l conditionals, as equivalent to 'If A, then

probably B'. This more wi de spr ead use perhaps r e s ul t s f rom a general

syntacti cal convent ion , allowing an occurrence of 'probably ' within a

sentence to be replaced by an earlier occurrence of 'It i s probable

that

I n summary , we have argued that a partial assertion account has

no need t o make sense of a difference between ' B, given A, i s probable'

(or 'The probability of B, given A, is n ') and ' I f A, then it i s prob­

able that B' (or 'If A, then t he probability of B i s n '). It i s able t o
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distinguish between ' I t is pr obabl e that A materially implies that B'

(or IThere is a probability n that A materially implies that BI
) and

either of these earlier expressions , but seems to have very little need

to do so. In pr act i ce ' I t is probable t ha t if A then B' usually, if not

always, i s used s o as t o be equivalent to thes e othe r expr essions .

INTERPRETING THE CALCULUS

A question raised by the above discussion is in what s ense does

the partial assertion view provide an i nt e rpr e t a t i on, or a model , of

the mathematical calculus of probability? In what way ought i t t o do

so, and does it succeed?

The probability calculus is unlikely t o be much of a cons t r a i nt

on an account of probability, unless it i s based on what s uch an

account needs to interpret: t he f orms and structures of ordinary usage

involving ' pr obabi l i t y' and r e l a t ed t erms . So l e t us a s sume t hat the

probability calcul us formalises what or di nary usage seems to take to be

true o f pr obabi l i t y . Then it would appear that no matter how an account

of probability interprets the calculus, it is bound t o do s o fully and

without deviation , so as not to conf l i c t with ordinary usage .

I think this r equirement i s t oo strict, however. Standard repres ­

entations of the probability ca lculus embody the assumption that prob­

ability is a property (of events, or propositions , or whatever). This

assumption is not a given of ordinary usage, but an introduced tenet of

the interpretations i n questi on . In so far as the calcul us depends on

i t, the calculus may be rejected by a view of probability which rej ect s

this assumption.

We saw something of t hi s kind i n the previous section . We s aw

that the assumption that 'It i s probable that B' is t r ut hcondi t iona l

supports t he transposition of ' I f A, then it i s probable that S'; and
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that B' , to ' Not A'. The need to accommodate this inference leads in

turn t o t he distinction between this condi t i ona l (or ' A ~p(B) = n ')

and ' B, given A, is probabl e ' (or 'p (B,A) = n ') . This distinction i s

unnecessary , according to a partial assertion account I and, we clai med ,

finds no support in or di na ry usage.

I n earlier chapters, we have seen t hat SP utterances function as

truthconditional i n context s in which a group of speakers share a

common base of relevant evi dence . I n such a context t he no t ions of

truth and falsity are associated with SP s ent ences in a way which

matches the standard use of thes e notions - the use associated with the

notion of a t ruth condition . So if the assumption that SP sentences are

truthcondit ional is r ef l ec t ed in standard present a t i ons of t he probab-

ility calculus, we s houl d expec t this t o be r evealed in cases of mixed

evidence . These might arise in s everal ways: the perspectives of peop l e

wi t h different evidence might be run together ; the per spect i ves of the

s ame pe r son at different times might be combi ned ; or a hypothetical

perspective might be joined to an actual one (or to a different hypo-

thetical one ) . The inference from ' I f A, then it i s pr obabl e that B'

and 'It i s not probable that B' to ' Not A' is a case of the l a s t ki nd;

when 'It i s probable that B' occurs a s the consequent of this condit-

ional, the evidence on which it r ests includes the hypothesis that A.

We have seen that in this case ordinary usage seems mor e eas i ly r econ-

c i l ed with a partial assertion account than with a truthconditional

8one. We should hope that t his is true i n cases of mixed evi dence i n

general; or at least that there are none which can only be made sense

of by a truthconditional account .

At any rat e, we s houl d expec t the standard probabi l i ty ca lculus

to accurately reflect the use of SP s entences i n contexts o f shar ed and

fixed evi dence . In these cases the assumption that s uch sentences are
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truthconditional should have led t o nothing inexplicable by a partial

assertion account . Mor e precisely , t he calcul us should i n these cases

f ormalise the rules governing the use of SP sentences - in the way,

f or example, that the propositional ca l cul us f ormalises t he rules

governing the truth-functional connec tives (in their application t o

truth-functional cl aus es ) . Neither calculus need formalise actual

usage, which doesn't always conf orm t o these rules.

There i s an i mportant qualificati on , however. The numerical

probability ca l c ul us enables us to make SP utte rances which were not

available t o us before it was developed - any utterance of the f orm

'There is a probability n that A', for example . And it might seem that

given that the whole numer ica l calculus has been developed under t he

assumption that there are real probabilitie s - proper t i es or relations

of s ome kind - such numer i ca l SP sent ences can only be made s ense of

under this assumption. If so, then it will s urel y be very hard t o

reject at least a ' theoretical construct' account o f ob j ect i ve probab­

ility - for have n ' t s uch utterances become almost indispensable ?

Not so much as might first appear, I think . It is important to

keep i n mind that we are talking about single-case probability her e. A

sentence such as 'There is a 0. 023\ chance that a radium atom wil l

decay within a year' i s very precise, numerically, but i t i s no t an

SP s ent ence . We s eem to be much more reluctant to make preci s e numer­

i cal SP ascripti ons than we are t o make s uc h s t a t i s t ica l gene r a l is­

ations. It is common for SP ascriptions t o be c r i t ic i s ed for 'meaning­

l ess ' precision.

To t he extent that we do use numerical SP s entenc es , I think

there i s the following expl an a t ion , consistent with the pa r t i a l

assertion approach: the development of numer ica l probability has given

us t he mean s t o express - and perhaps the means t o hold - a very much

greater r an ge of effectively distinct degrees of partial bel ief than
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was previously possible. This range is not only ordered , but also

provided with a measure, by the as socia t i on of probabilities with the

r ea l or rational numbers f rom 0 to 1 . Note that we do not therefore

need to claim that a single person can have more than a finite number

of effectively distinct degrees of belief; any more than the use of

r ea l or r ational numbers i n the labelling of temperatures, say,

r equi r es thermometers capable of recording an infinite number of

distinct temperatures. A numerical statement of probability, like a

numerical statement of temperature , has a certain implicit vagueness .

Hence in any given context there are only a finite number of effect iv-

ely dist inct such statements. It is irre levant here whether probabi l ity

i s objective?

It might be said t ha t people often make numerical SP utterances

without the understanding necessary to have the 'associated ' dispos-

ition to (non- linguistic) behaviour - the understanding necessary to

make a decision to accept certain corresponding betting odds and reject

others , for example. Since it is this disposition whi ch is supposed to

indicate a person 's possession of the corresponding partial belief , it

would seem that having numer ically-defined degrees of partial belief is

a more difficult activity than the (sincere) utterance of numerical SF

sentences . If so , then surely the primary account of SF utterances

cannot be in terms of associated partial beliefs .

I have t wo answers to t his . Firstly, I think it overestimates the

extent to which people l ack the behavioural associations of the i r SF

utterances. It would be unusual for someone acquainted with the lang­

uage of probability not to prefer a favourable outcome to depend on a

proposition he takes to be more probable t han on one he takes to be

l es s probable . But secondly, and more i mport ant l y , what cases there are

of this kind simply seem to exemplify a very common type of linguistic

phenomenon : the abi l ity of speakers to l ea rn to use a sentence or
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constr uction i n a cert ain range of appropriate circums t ance s, without

having gras ped its f ul l meaning and proper associ ations. Repetit ion of

t he utt erances o f figures of authority i s a common kind of case. I t

occurs not only wi th utt erance s of apparently asser tive form, but a l so,

f or example , wi t h que s tions : a person may l earn , say , t hat in the

presen t c l i mate t he question , 'Is your monetary growt h t arget compat ­

ible with a fall i n the r ate of i nflati on?' i s a good one with which t o

try to embarras s a po l i t ical opponent , even though he (the speaker) has

no i de a what a mone t ary growth target is (and therefor e can hardly be

said to wonder whether such a thing is compat ible with a fa l l i n the

rat e of inflation ) .

The pa r tia l a s sert i on account characterises SP utterances in

t erms of their role i n a certain kind o f ' cor e' context. It is no

ob jection to t his account t hat such utterances have uses in other kinds

o f context , so long as these us es are in some way der ived from the cor e

us e . The s e imitative cases clearly satis fy t his condition .

If i t i s agreed - with the above qua lifications with respect to

cases of mixed evidence, numerical precision , and so on - that the

probabi lity calculus forma lises the ordinary use of SP sentences , then

a f urthe r question arises : why i s it so? Why does the use of s uch sent­

ences have the struc t ure of (what we refer to as) the probability

cal culus , r ather t han some othe r structure?

For the part ial assertion ac count , in view of the fact that i t

takes SP utterances to be, standardly, expressions of partial belief ,

essential ly the same question a r ises at the l eve l of belief. Why are

our partial beliefs governed by constr aints which are formalised in the

probability calculus? Answer i ng t he quest ion at t his l eve l wi l l auto~

atical ly answer i t at the l evel of utterance. And at the l evel of

belief , it seems t o me that the question has largely been answered by
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10the subjectivists, i n their development of the notion of coherence .

This is not to s ay that we arrange our beliefs coherently because we

realise that we should do SOi but rather that this notion enables us to

understand what is wrong with an arrangement of partial beliefs which

doesn 't satisfy the probability calculus, and hence gives us the

beginnings of a (more-or-less evolutionary) explanation of our devel -

opment of constraints such that our beliefs do conform to the calculus,

on the whole. However, it is not at all clear how t he details of this

explanation sho ul d gOi and with the exception of a few remarks i n the

next chapter , I sha ll not t ry to provide them here.

DISPUTES ABOUT PROBABILITIES

Suppose I s ay , ' It i s probabl e that A' , and that you di s agr ee ,

saying, 'No, you 're wrong , it is not probable that A'. It i s natural t o

think t ha t we a r e disagreeing as t o some objecti ve s t a te of ' a f f a i r s .

But in Chapters 3 an d 4 we saw t hat in view of the relational nature of

such utterances , this natural interpretation o f s uch exchanges can only

be maintained if SP utterances depend on a sufficiently obj ective base

of evidence, or i n contexts i n which all participants i n fact share a

base of evidence at a more subjective level. This observation l ed t o

a central difficulty for t ruthconditional accounts of SP utterance .

If we are to reject truthconditional accounts, howeve r , then

whatever alternative theory we propo se should be able to ac count for

s uch e xchanges . What i s the point of such behaviour , if not t o settle

some objective question?

A dispute about an objective question i s s e t t led when the part-

icipants come to share the same bel i e f abo ut t he matter concer ned .

Analogously, t he partial assertion account should c l a i m, a di sput e of

the above kind is s e t t l ed when the pa r t ici pant s come t o have the s ame
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partial belief, about whatever it i s whos e probabi l i ty i s at i s sue .

Now the degree of a person 's part i a l belie f tha t A (if any), is a

function of the var ious di sposition s he holds t o i nfer s uch beliefs

from cer t a in evi dent i a l bel iefs (i . e., disposi t ions correspond i ng to

his accept ed rules of i nference t o s ingle-case probab i l i t ies ), and o f

his r elevant evidentia l beliefs t hemselves . So i t i s conceivable tha t

an SP disput e could aris e becaus e t he par t icipant s accepted differen t

rules of i n feren ce . But since s uc h a dispute would be impossible t o

s ettle unless appeal could be made t o some common set of more basic

rules of i nferenc e , this i s not the i nteres ting case . I n ge ne r a l an SP

disput e will a r i s e from the par t icipant s ' possession of diffe rent evi d­

ent ial belie fs, and will be s e t tled when t hey come to have the same

s uch beli efs.

The normal course of an SP dispute is for the par ticipants to

make expl icit t he evi dence on whi ch thei r SP c l a ims r ely. I deally one

or other participant will come t o r e cognise tha t the ot he r 's evidence

i s superior in some respect , an d will accordingly adop t a modified

bel ief . In practice various things can go wrong , of course. Some p iece

of evidence may itself become contes ted; t hen thi s new dispute will

need t o be r esolved before t he origina l one can be . Or it may t urn out

that the participants have conf licting evidence , so that bo th are l ed

t o r e j ect the i r or igina l partia l belief , but not to adopt any other.

On t he whole, however , the benefits of increasing one 's evidence

seem to provide a plausible explanation of the existence o f s uch

di spute behaviour. I t i s not tha t people have these disputes be caus e

they a r e conscious of t he r e s ulting advantage , but r a ther t ha t ident ­

ifyi ng the benefi t of s uch behaviour seems to give us t he basis of an

explanation of its deve l opment as part of our linguis t i c ac t ivity . I t

enabl es us to s ay what purpose such behaviour serves .

Fi na l ly , no te tha t objectivists are bound to ac cept tha t i t is



8:21

better t o base probabi l ity judgements on mor e evidence than on less.

So they t oo ought t o be prepared t o exp l a in t he benefits of doing so.

In other words, our account of the purpose of SP disputes does not r e st

on a c l aim t hat t ruthconditiona l theor ies can r ej ect . It might be

suggested tha t only a t ruthconditi onal account can explai n why

i ncrea sing one's evidence is beneficial; but we saw in Chapters 3 and 4

that the more defensibl e of such accounts cannot support t his kind of

explanatory l oad.
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9. A RETURN TO RATIONALITY .

One of our major concerns i n ear l ier chapters was to distinguish

the d i fferent ways in which most t ruthconditional accounts of single­

case probability rely on a notion of rational ity , and to argue that

t hi s dependence is unsatisfactory , on severa l grounds. Since then , i n

Chapters 6 , 7 and a, we have been presenting and defending an alt e rnat­

ive to s uch trut hconditional accounts. In this final chapter I want to

l ook at r at i ona lit y (as i t relates to single-case probability ) i n the

light of this a lterna tive theory; and t o argue t hat t he partial

assert ion account escapes serious problems with r espec t to this notion .

I doing so I shall try t o exhibit some of the mo re gene r a l questions

wi th which the present dispute about single-case probabi lit ies - i.e.,

essentially, 1 .5 - 1.8 - is connected .

I n Chapters 3 and 4 we saw that one problem for t ruthconditional

accounts of SP utterance , given that many of them depend on a single­

case app lication of the notion of rationality, is that this notion is

no more obvious ly expl icable in t r ut hconditional terms than the notion

of probabi lity i t self . Obvious ways of attempting to speci fy t r uth cond­

itions for a rationality ascription of the relevant type - for example,

an ut t erance of the f orm, 'It is reasonable to have a high degree of

partial bel ief that q' (where q is truthconditional) - seem e ither t o

amount t o one of the ways of construing objective probability ascrip­

tions , or t o actual ly r e f e r to a notion of probabi l i ty. Ye t i t i s

difficult to see how someone who accepts the need to give non -trivial

t ruth conditions for SP sentences , can consis t ently deny that s i mi larly

non-tr ivial truth conditions are needed for such corresponding ration­

ality ascriptions .

Similarly , it would be odd to reject truthconditionality for SP

utterances and yet t o t ry to r e t ain i t for the cor responding ration-
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ality ascriptions. For one thing, s uch a move would conflict with the

wide spread subs t i t ut ab i l i t y of 'I t i s r easonable t o belief that .. .•

(or 'It is reasonable to be confident that • .• •) for •It i s probable

that • • ••. More importantly, the r ational persona l is t programme seems

to demonstrate that sentences of the form, 'It is rea sonable to have a

partial belief o f degree n that q', if truthconditional t hemselves, are

an adequate basis for a truthconditional account of SP s entences .

Thus the par t i a l assertion account must as s oc iate such ration­

ality ascriptions wi th s omething ot her t han an e f fect i vel y full belief

that it i s reasonable t o have a cer tai n parti a l bel ief . The s implest

possibility i s that a rationality ascripti on i s associated with the s ame

mental a t t i t ude a s its cor respondi ng SP ut t erance. Then 'It i s r eason­

able t o have a s t rong partial belief that g ' (or 'It i s r easonable t o

be confident t hat g il is cha r act e r i s t i cal ly an expr ession of a s t rong

partial belief t ha t g, j ust as 'I t is probable that g' is. Other

feature s of the context will pre sumably decide which utterance is the

more appropriate.

One vbjection t o this suggestion i s the clai m that it is quite

conceivable - indeed quite common - for someone to believe it i s

r easonable to be confident that some s t ate of a ffairs q obt ains ,

wi thout actually thinking that it is probable tha t q. And conversely,

isn 't it po ssible to think that q i s highly probabl e , and ye t t o think

it is quite unreasonable t o be confident that q? (Thus, 'I'm al most

sure the cat will be back, though there 's r eally no good reas on to

think s o ' ).

I think this kind o f clai m i s over r ated. I t i s common i n dis­

cussions of the na t ure of knowledge, where it i s us ed in an attempt t o

identify a di f ference in mental state between s omeone who knows t hat q

(or who thinks he doe s) and someone who merely believes that g . Thus t o

think that one knows is s a i d t o be to believe (and presumably t o think
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one believes) and to think this belief justified; whereas (it is

claimed) it is quite possible to believe that q without thinking that

one is justified in doing so.

This claim has a weak sense, in which it is indisputable, but

also irrelevant : it is clearly conceivable for someone to be confident

or certain that some state of affairs holds, without ever having heard

of the notions of justification and rational belief (unless the state

of affairs in question itself concerns these notions, of course). such

a person partially or fully believes whatever it is, but does not

believe he is justified in doing so. He has no thoughts at all about

justification. But this tells us nothing about the difference between

probability and reasonable partial belief, or between full belief and

knowledge.

In the strong sense, the claim is that it is possible for someone

to be confident or certain that q, and yet to think that he is not

justified in holding this belief. I doubt whether this is so. It seems

to me that the cases which appear to be of this kind are better exp­

lained in other ways. Roughly speaking, we say that a belief is just­

ified when we take it to instantiate some general kind, with respect to

which we hold the general rule that (other things being equal) beliefs

of this kind are justified. If we believe that few straying pets ever

return, for example, we may operate the general rule such that if we

learn that x is a pet who has just disappeared, we shall be disposed to

say that we are justified in being confident that x will not return.

(Though it seems that our actual rules are of much greater generality

than this). This rule will go hand in hand with one which leads us to

be confident that x will not return, when we learn that x is a pet who

has disappeared. Generally speaking we shall apply these rules in a

particular case unless we have some more specific rule which overrides

them; if we believe that Tiddles always returns, for example, this will
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t ak e precedence over these more general rules , when i t is Ti ddles who

disappears. However , it may happen that the more specific rule i s one

of which we are not conscious , a r ul e which we would find it diff icult

to put i nto words, and therefore to appeal t o, i f called on to just ify

the belief to which it leads . The most specific rule we can appeal t o

is the more gener al one - in this case the one which j ustif ies the

belief that Tiddles wi l l no t r eturn . So we are incl ined to acknowledge

that this belief is j ustified, even though we don1t hold it ours e l ve s .

Conversational constraints ob l ige us to r ecogni s e generally accepted

rules, and we are unable or unwi lling to argue the case for the more

speci f ic r ule from which our actual belief - that Ti ddl es wi l l return ­

r e sult s .

Moreover , note that although such circumstances separate ' I am

confident that • • • • f rom ' It is reasonable to be confident that • •. "

the construction ' It is probable t ha t stays wi t h t he latter exp­

ress ion. ' I am confident t hat Tiddles wi ll return, though really i t is

probable he won't ' is much more readi ly understood - in much the same

way as 'I am confident that Tiddles wi ll return , though i t is r eal l y

r eas onable t o be conf i dent t na t he won 't ' - than 'It is probable that

Tiddl es wi l l return, though it is reasonable to be confident that he

In other words, not on ly are cases in whi ch a person's stated

degree of conf idence differs f rom what he claims to be the reasonable

degree o f conf i dence , of doubt f ul significance; but also such cases

seem to be ones in which the stated degree of confidence differs f r om

the claimed probability. The connection between 'It is reasonable to be

confident that • • .• and lI t is probable that • .• ' is hence reinforced

by such cases . At the same time , the claim that ' I t is p robable that q '

i s characteristically an expression of a s trong partial belief that q ,

i s not signi ficantly undermined. As we have already noted (p . 7 :35),
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i t i s possible to acknowledge situa t ions in which s uch an ut terance

does not r e sult f rom this partial belief, wi t hout r e j ec ting the view

that t he cent ral us e - the use which determines the meaning of s uch an

ut terance - is the express i on o f s uch a parti a l bel ief. One s uch non­

s t andard s ituati on i s the one we have described, in which a speaker 's

agreemen t that it is probable that q (or that i t i s reasonable to be

confident t hat q ) i s a r ecognition of a general ly accepted rule of

inference, which for the speaker himself i s over r idden by some other

r ule; this l at t er rule being one that the speake r is not ab l e or not

pr epared to s t a t e. ' I agr ee that it's probable that q, though I can 't

br ing myse l f to be confident tha t q' has the o f ten useful e ffect of

avoiding a dispute as t o whet her i t is probable tha t q , without

deceiving a hearer as t o the speaker's own attitude to q .

So the claim tha t the s ingle-case r ationali t y ascriptions assoc­

iated with SP contexts are characteristically l inked t o the same

partial beliefs as the i r corresponding SP utt erances i s more secure

than it first appears. Moreover , i t i s important to bear 'i n mind that

unlike most t ruthconditional accounts of SP ut terance, the partia l

a s s ertion view does not depend on the existence o f a notion of r a t i onal

partial belief , an d hence needs only to interpre t whatever ordinary use

there i s f or constructions such as lIt is reasonable t o believe

that • • . I . This use may be very much l es s than would result from the

power ful not ion of r ationa l i t y r equ i r ed by other accounts. And i t s

i nte r pret a tion seems more a matter of answering s uch questions as ,

lIn wha t c ircumstances i s nIt i s r eas onable to be confident that g il

more appropr iate that "It i s probable that q "? ", t han of trying t o

explai n the meaning of ' I t is reasonab le to believe that I

The most i mpor tan t difference between ' I t i s r eas onable to be

conf ident that q' an d ' t t is pr obab l e tha t g ' seems to be that

the former is more defensive than the latter . The former is
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appropriate when a speaker fee ls that hi s aut hority wi th respect to q

is being challenged , and presents an expression of his partial belief

tha t q which r eminds a hearer that i f he wishes to r e j ect the belief,

he mus t r ej ect the evidence or the infe rences on which i t i s based. By

such an utterance a speaker hopes t o indicate that he does not stand

a lone , t hat he fol lows widel y- accepted bel iefs and co nvent ions, which

must be chal l enged i f the belief he expresses i s to be disputed (though

there is always an element of bluf f: a speaker can also be challenged

on the grounds tha t he i s mistaken about these beliefs or conventions).

However, note that 'It i s r eas onable to believe t hat •.. ' cannot be

paraphrased by 'Widely-accept ed convent i ons l ead to the beli ef

that ••• • , or by anythi ng of the kind. The f orce of the express ion , i ts

connotat ions of approval according to some impe rsonal s tandard, depend

on i t s not r e f erri ng to any part icular set of co nventions.

This i s a l l I have to say about the use of single-case ration­

a l ity ascr i ptions in SP contexts. It seems to me that the par tial

asser tion account is f r ee to treat the r ole of such ascriptions a s a

minor one. or dinary us age seems compatible wi th such a treatment . The

emphasis usua l l y p laced on such a notion o f r ationa lity in discussions

of s ingle-case probabili t y appears to be very l a r gely a response to the

needs of the various truthcondit ional accounts, rather than a reflect­

i on of an impor t ant ordinary use .

However, there is anothe r way i n which questions of r ationality

are relevant t o account s o f single-case p r obabil ity . In earlier chap­

t e r s we refer red t o t he various upward and downward rules of i n ferenc e,

to and f r om beliefs about single-case probabilities, which a re a part

of the different truthconditional t heories of SP ut t e r an ce. We saw t ha t

ob jectivist accounts - t hos e such theories whi ch r e s t on some notion o f

objective chance - tend to r e l y on r ati onali t y to secure thei r downward
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inference (fr om a belief about the chance o f some event or s t a t e of

affairs , to the cor r e sponding partial bel ief) . Rational persona l is t s ,

on the other han d - who construe SP utter an ces as statements about the

rationality o f certain partial beliefs - seem to obt a in t he downward

ru l e in a more s t r ai ght forward way; but on l y because they have already

invoked rationality, i n giving truth cond i t i ons t o SP sentences.

Al l truthconditional accounts take the upward rules to license

inferences from beliefs about observed r ela t i ve f requencies , or what­

ever other evidence i s held to be r e l evant to the values o f s i ngl e - cas e

probabilities, t o beliefs about s uch probabilities . We noted that s uch

accounts have the option of taking these rules to be i n two s teps: a

non-deductive inf erence from observed frequencies (s ay) t o a universall y

quantified sent ence about single-case probabilitie s; followed by the

deductive instantiation o f this uni versal quantifier, to yiel d an SP

sentence.

For rational personalists, the conc l us i on of an upward inference

is true in virtue of the r ati onali t y of the inference from the eviden­

tial beliefs i n question to the corresponding partial belief - i.e . , i t

is cor rect t o inf er f rom an evidential belief B that it is reasonable

t o have a partial belief o f degree n that q, if and only if it is

reasonable t o infer from the belief B to a partial belief of degree n

that q. We saw that this l a t t e r inference cor r e s ponds t o the r esult of

combining the ob j ect i vi s t ' s upwa rd and downward i nferences; and tha t i t

is unlikely that the rationality of the object i vi s t ' s downward infer­

en ce can be established in isolation from tha t of the upward one - it

seems to be t he combi ne d inference whi ch must be s hown t o be rational,

in the f i r s t place .

However, we saw that objectivists s eem t o have a s t r a t egy which

involves denying that the required notion of rationality i s applicable

to the single-case, at least in such a way as to yield truthconditional
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rationality ascriptions. This consists in treating the upward and

downward rules as part of a package that speakers acquire, in l earning

to understand and apply the language of pr obabi l i t y ; and in claiming

that this package can only be judged as a whole, and not with respect

to s ome property of its individual applications. Single-case rational­

ity ascriptions (to these inferences and to the beliefs which result

from them), in so far as we have use for them, are thus to be regarded

as non- t rut hcondi t i ona l expressions of attitudes, as evaluations

resulting from the speaker's general evaluative maxims (these i n t urn

being related to his beliefs about the relative usefulne s s of vari ous

types of behaviour) •

However, we saw that this strategy s eems to l eave no substance in

the c l a i m that SP utterances are truthconditional. In any case , it was

unclear why s omeone who acknowledges the lack of truthoonditionality of

such ascriptions of r ationality to degrees of confidence a s do occur in

or di nary usage, should want to insist on truthconditionality for SF

utterances themselves . I ndeed, we saw that an objectivist possesses

all the ingredients f or an ob j ect i ve standard of assessment applicable

to single beliefs, in the f ormula: 'A partial belief that q i s

reasonable if and only if its degree correspond s to the objective

chance that g'. True , if this is a definition, rather than a derived

equivalence, then it will be no use in explaining our us e of the down­

ward r ule; but the fact that what s eems such an obvious equivalence ­

at least from the objectivist's point of view - has an inconvenient

l ogical s t a t us , is a rather poor reas on f or denying tha t it i s true .

(This formula de f i nes 'reasonable' for a partial be l ief ; note that the

'reasonableness' of the inferenc e from t he full belief that there is a

chance n that q, to t he part i a l belief of degree n that q, f ollows

according to the principle that it is always r easonable to adopt a

reasonable belief - i.e. t ha t an inference is r easonable if its conc-
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1usion i s, given its antecedent).

Thus although it is open to objectivists to argue that the upward

and downward rules are linguistic ' f a c t s o f life I, subject to

evaluation only as a whole , and not with r es pec t to their individual

instances, this strategy is at best an incongruous addition to the

object ivist view. I t s eems t o l eave the centra l feature of such a

view - a concept o f objecti ve chance - not on ly as an unsupported and

ineffectual no t i on , but as a positive embarr a s s ment , given t he or d ina ry

as s oc iati on between ascr ipt ions of probabi l ity and ascript i on s of

r at i onality to degrees of confidence.

In denying that SP ut terances are truthconditional , a partial

assertion account denies, in effect , that the objectivists ' combined

rule of inference has a significant division into upward and downward

rules. I t r e j ec t s the view that there is a half-way s t age in the

applicat ion of the combined r ule, consisting in an effectively ful l

beli e f about an objective chance. Since i t i s this stage which seems to

conf l ict wi t h t he s t r ategy of t reating s uch r ules of i nf erence as ling­

uistic ' f ac t s o f l ife', the strat egy is much mor e p lausible f or a

part i a l assertion theory t han it is f or objectivi sm.

We have seen that both objectivists and rat i ona l personalists are

l i kely to take the upward rule of inference to be a two-stage one , the

intermediate stage being a generalisation about single-case probabi l ­

ities. A partial assertion account also seems likely to admit an inter ­

mediate stage at this point, at least if it is going to make sense of

the ordinary use of statistical generalisations; but it is not clear

what form this stage should be said t o take . There seem to be at l eas t

two possibilities.

The alte rna t i ve whi ch most c losely paral lels the cor responding

s tep in truthcond itional accounts , is to assoc i a te the i nte rmed iat e

stage with the result of applying a uni versal quant ifier to an SP
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clause. In Chapter 7 (p o 7:31) , we suggested that 'For al l x, it is

probable t hat Fx' is characterist ically as s ociat e d wi th a disposition

to i nfer (or habi t of inferr ing) a strong partial belief that Fx, with

respec t to any newly-encountered x . I think i t i s open to a partial asser­

t ion account t o say t hat such dispositions are the i nt ermedia t e stage

i n the i nf erences f rom whi ch our parti a l bel iefs r e sult: cer t ain

beliefs about observed frequencies (and per haps other kinds of evid~

ence) l ead us t o adopt certain such disposi t ions, which in turn lead

us to adopt the parti al beliefs f rom which SP ut t erances result.

At f irst s i ght an advantage of this appr oach i s t hat

what follows t he i nt ermediate stage i s deducti ve; or at l east has the

partia l as sertion view's substitute for deductive validity, i n the fact

that the di sposition associated wi th ' For a ll x , it is probable tha t

Fx ' guarantees t he partial belief associated with 'It i s probable that

Fa' (for anyone who is aware that a lies in the r an ge of the quant i fier

' For all x, ••.• ). Against this advantage , however , must be set the

fac t t hat a given case may instantiate several such dispositions, each

supposedly leadi ng to a di fferent part i a l bel ief , unless the rules

under which these disposit ions are i nf erred f rom evidential bel iefs can

ensure tha t this situat ion will never a r ise. At some s tage in t he i nfer­

ence f r om evident ial beliefs to partial bel i efs , di fferent, perhaps

confl i c ting, evidential beliefs mus t be ' pr oces s ed', to yield the

resul t ant on which the f inal partial belief depends. If this is t o

happen a t t he step from evidential bel iefs to dispositions of t he above

kind , the r ules governing this step will need t o be very much more

complicated than at firs t appears. Each such r ule will ne ed to take

into account a l l the r elevant evidence , and the r e sulting dispos itions

will be l i able to adjustment every t ime there i s a change of evi denc e .

Only in this way will i t be guaranteed that the available evidence

never gives r i s e to confl ict ing dispositions both applicable to a
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s ingle cas e .

It i s true tha t the s e problems also arise for most truthc ond­

itional accounts of single-case probabilit y , which must not allow

different parts o f a given body of evi dence t o give rise to conflicti ng

probabilities f or a s ingl e proposition . (The possible exceptions are

accounts whi ch make explicit the r e f e r e nce t o evidence of SP state­

ments, and whi ch incorpor ate a rule to sel ect as the basis for action

and partial belief the par t icula r statement which refers to all the

available evidence) . But it would be pleasing i f a partial as sertion

account coul d do better. So it is wort h trying to relocate the stage a t

which the 'processing ' of conflicting evidence is s a i d to take place.

One ....ay t o do so is t o weaken the d i spos i t ion hel d t o be assoc­

iated with the intermediate stage in the inf e r e nce from evidential

beliefs to partial beliefs, s o t hat it becomes a disposition t o infer

(s ay) a strong partial belief that Fa, f or s ui t abl e a, only i f there is

no conflicting disposition , over which the given one does not take

precedence. This has the disadvantage that either the s ent ence ' Par

a l l x , i t i s probable t hat Fx' is no l onge r avai lable to express the

stronge r disposition , where this might be appropriate , or there is no

simple way of expressi ng this weaker disposition . I n the former case

there are likely to be problems with constructions involving the

universal quantifier, such as the existent i a l one; while i n the latter

case we would seem to l os e the connection bet ween the generalisations

actually used in probabilistic cont exts and the intermediat e s tage i n

t he inference from evidential bel i e fs. So although per haps neither

difficulty i s concl usive, I think it may be better not to const r ue the

intermediate stage in terms of such dispos i t ions , but rather in terms

o f bel ief s about r e l ative frequencie s in appropriate classes .

The picture wi ll then be r oughly this: beliefs about observed

r ela t i ve f r equencies, and perhaps about other things , l ead us to adopt
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belief s about r elative f requencies in certain ge neral classes. We then

follow a system of r ules i n using these general beliefs as a guide i n

t he adopt ion of par t i al beliefs about i ndividual cases. Certain

conf l icts of evidence can arise a t the firs t stage; the percentage of

B' s in t wo samples of A's may differ , fo r example. But the conf l icts

which ar ise because a given individual belongs to more than one class

wi th r espect to which such general bel iefs are held, are dealt wi th at

the second stage. The rules we apply favour certain such bel iefs at the

expense of others , in a way which depends par t icularly on the r e l a tions

bet ween the various classes concerned. Thus i f c lass A contains class

B, 80% of A' s ar e C's , and 20% of B's are C's, then other things being

equa l we wi l l adopt a degree of bel ief of 0.2 r ather than 0.8 that a

given B is a C. But there i s no guarantee t ha t these rule s decide every

such conf l ict ; in some cases conf l icting general beliefs may simply

cancel each other out, l eaving us wi thout guidance as t o what partial

belief we should adopt.

If such i n ferences to and from general beliefs about relat ive

frequenc i e s are to be r egarded as lingui s tic ' f acts of l i f e', as habi ts

we a l l acquire (more or l es s per fectly, perhaps) i n l earning to use the

l anguage of probability and r elat ed notions, then two kinds of question

arise. There i s a descriptive one: wha t are the actual forms of these

various inferences? And an explanatory one: why do we have these forms

of inference r a the r than others? (Note that just the same kind of

questions also a r ise i f we take the intermediate s tage to involve the

above di spositions , rather t han s uch beliefs about r elati ve f r equ­

encies) .

I have very l i ttle to say about these questions. With r e s pect to

t he f irs t , i t is wor t h noting that the descriptive approach i s not

ruled out by the existence of dis put e s (among statisticians , for

example) as t o the mer its of various r ule s of i nference involving
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relative frequencies. If such a dispute can be settled, there must

exist agreed constraints on such rules of inference; these constraints

will be the linguistic 'facts of life l
• I f there are no such

constraints there .is no real dispute - only a confusion r esult i ng from

different l inguistic practices making use of the same words. Assuming

that there is such a common basis, however , it may turn out that

different groups have exploited its potential in different ways. Stat­

isticians may habitually employ complex derived rules of inference of

which most speakers are unaware, for example.

Concerning the second question , the na tural approach is to say

that we have these forms of inference because they work , because they

enable us to be more successful i n our dealings with the world than we

would be without them (and perhaps more successful than we would be

with any alternative set of rules). But such an answer wi ll need to be

expressed with care, at several points. If it claims to offer an evol ­

utionary account of the fact that we use such r ule s, then it ought to

suggest a mechanism associated with the historical deve lopment of lang­

uage, whereby i nnova t i ons can be adopted or r et ained in virtue of their

advantages. I t is unclear how much scope such an account can , and

should, allow for de l ibera t e additions to l i ngui s t i c practice by

speakers. themselves.

For another t hi ng , such an approach should presumably be able to

establish whatever c laim it makes for the usefulness of our existing

rules without itself relying on these rules - particularly if the claim

is that these rules are more successful than alternative sets. Within

this constraint, i t would be possible in principle to examine a large

class of actual us e s of these inferences, and to show not only what

cont r ibut i on our use of them makes to the outcome of each case, but also ,

perhaps, wha t would have been the outcome had other r ules of inference

been employed; though here it might turn out tha t some such counter -
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factual c l a i ms r es t on generalisat i ons whi ch cannot be j ustifi ed

without use of the i nf e r ences whos e advantages we are t rying to

establ ish . I f a plausible evolutionary mechanism can be exhibited, then

the fac t that we have deve l oped our act ua l r ules of inference may be

evidence that these r ule s have 'worked ' in the class of actual pas t

ins t ances of thei r use. But if such conclusions are t o be gener a l ised

to f uture cases, or even t o hypothet ica l past ones , an i nduc t ive

inference will be required, of the same type as the inference from

observed to gener al relative f r eque ncies .

An interesting question is whether if the induct ive step i s taken

f or granted, it i s possible t o provide any s t ronger j us tif i ca t i on for

the i nfe rence from beliefs about gene r a l r elative f r equenc i es to

single-case partial bel i e fs ; whethe r it i s possible to go furthe r than

an argument of the form, ' Thi s type of inference has been useful in the

pas t , so it will be useful in the future ', to provide a j ustification

for such inferences which is applicable to a single instance .

At firs t s ight the justi fication may seem obvious: i f I believe

that 50% of A's are B'S , then if I am in t he hab i t of adopting a

partial belief of some degree n less, say , t han 0 .5 t ha t a newl y­

encountered A i s a B, my corresponding choice of odds wi l l lead to my

l os ing money i f I continually bet that the A's I encounter are B' s; or

at least so I should believe , gi ven my beli ef about the r elative f requ­

ency of B's among A' s . This argument is decept ive , howeve r . From

(i) ' 50% o f A's are B's ' , what follows is (ii) 'A person who agrees to

a total stake s at betting quotient n on a bet that a i s a B with

respect to every a i n A, wi ll lose an amount Ns(O . 5 - n), where N i s

the total number of A's ' . I t is not clear wha t relevance (ii) has for

someone who can be certain he will not be betting on more t han a small

number of A's. At best i t seems to show that i f a person has no i dea

how o ften he wi ll want to bet that an A is a B, at a given stake , i f he
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wants a consistent policy for all such cases , and if he wants t o avoid

admitting as a possible si t ua t i on any case which he can t e l l in advance

would result i n a loss for him, he must adopt the pol icy of setting

betting quotients equal to the propor t ion of A' s which are B' s. More­

over, if a person accepts this argument for the gener a l be t t i ng po l i cy ,

it is not c l ea r tha t it doesn't bypass the usual connect i ons with

partial be l i e fs . 'I s ee the ar gument f or choos ing a betting quot ient

of 0 .5 that this A will be a B', s uc h a pers on might say, 'But why

should I have a partial bel i e f of the same degree that it will be so ;

why should I have any particular partial belief about it?'. There is

thus a danger that the argument operates at the wrong l evel, and

justifies the wrong thing. The probl em arises from the attempt t o

l ocate a notion of justification applicable t o the inferenc e to an

individual partial belief, and hence t o the i ndividual partial belief

itself; a notion s uc h that a rational agent can be said t o adopt s uch

a partial bel ief in virtue o f perceiving it to be j us t i f i ed . We have

suggested instead that agents adopt s uch beliefs in virtue of their

possession of ce r t a in habits o f inference; that these habits can be

justified only as a whole, and not with respect t o their individual

applications; and that in so far as the individual beliefs which r esult

from these habits are s a i d t o be justified (or 'reasonable', or what­

ever), this is a spec i a l ised expression of t he belief concerned , and

therefore itself a r esult of t he speake r 's possess ion of the r elevant

habi t of inference.

In any ca se, it i s thes e kinds of quest ions which provide the

partial assertion account 's c los est approach t o the issues o f ration­

ality which, as we have seen , a re so important for truthconditional

accounts o f single-case probability. We can see that they are far less

central t o the partial a ssertion view t han similar issues are to the

latter accounts. I t s eems t o me to be an advantage of this view that it
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separates these ques t i ons concerning t he origins and advantages of

certain l i nguis tic practices, from essentially descriptive ques tions

about thes e practices , such as we r a i s ed i n Chapte r 1 (in t he f orm

of 1 . 5 - 1 .8) .

I f the i nt ermedi ate step in a typical inference f r om evidential

beliefs t o a partial bel ief is a bel ief about rel ative f requencies ,

there are important ques t i ons to do wi th the precise form of this

intermediate bel ief. For example, i s it concerned wi t h a relative

f requency in an actual c lass , or in some sort of ideal or hypothetical

class? And i s i t a l imiting frequency , or a simple class r ati o ?

I don't want t o t ry to answer these questions here. However i t

seems t o me that f reed of the task of providing t ruth conditions for SP

sentences , t he actual class r a t i o a lter native is more plausible than it

has usual ly appeared. For example, the most common obj ection t o the use

of actual frequencie s i n accounts of pr obability is that the proportion

of ac tual cases may not equal the chance . Thus a coin which i s t o be

t os s ed once and then destroyed has a chance of 1/2 of l andi ng heads ,

even t hough i t does so on either none or a l l of the occasions on whi ch

it is t o s s ed . But on the partial assertion view the utterance, 'There

is a chance of 1/2 that this coin wi l l l and heads on the coming t oss '

does not s ta t e any class ratio ; it merely expresses a partial belief,

held i n virtue of the speaker 's belief that in some r e l evan t c l ass of

tosses to which he takes this one t o belong , 50% r e s ul t in heads . I t i s

true that the speaker wouldn' t be j ustified in using this ut terance ­

that is, wouldn ' t have the as soc i at ed partial belief - according to the

partial assertion view, if he believed he knew the outcome of this

particular toss a l ready; but ordinary usage wouldn 't have him do so .

When a speaker's belief about an ac t ual c lass ratio conflicts with wha t

other beliefs would l ead him to expect , the former bel ief takes pre­

cedenc e in determining his partial bel iefs with r es pect t o members of
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that class , and hence his SP utterances (unless the l at t er beliefs

lead him to question the former one , a s when our bel ief tha t a co in is

unb i ased leads us to doubt someone 's claim to have tossed i t heads

fifty t imes in a row) •

We have a lready noted t ha t whatever menta l attitude is sai d to

form t he int ermedia t e stage i n the inference to part i a l beliefs , it

ought to be such as t o be plausibly associated with the types of

ut t erance whi c h appear to character ise this s tage ; that is, with t he

var ious forms o f probabi list ic general isation. As in the SP case, there

i s a cer t ain amount of scope f or c l aiming that ordinary usage has come

t o embOdy , to some ext e nt , the assumption that probabi l i ty i s s ome

kind of en t i t y , or property. Even so, i t is not clear whether an ac t ual

class r atio account can meet this condition.

An advantage of the actual c lass rat io , I think , i s that since

it does no t requi re the no tion of a limit, it does not require that

individuals be ordered in any way. The notion of a l imit ing f r equency

seems an unnecessary burden, taken over from s ingle-case frequency

account s.

However , there is a di s a dvantage of t he actual class r a t i o

account , f rom our po int of view, which concerns a l imit of another

kind . The l imiting case of a bel ief that n% of A' s are B's , as n

approaches 100, is a belief that all A's are B's. In Chapter 7 we took

the ment al atti t ude charac t er i s tical l y associated with t he utterance

' Al l A' s are B's ' t o be a disposition to i nf e r that a is a B, with

r e spect to any newly-encountered a, and no t simply a belief tha t the

r ela t i ve f r equency of B's in the class of A's i s 100\. So if we now

claim that the intermediate stage i n a typical inference to a partial

belie f is a belief about relat i ve f requencies , we admit a kind o f dis­

continuity in the limi t i ng case . This appears to be a viol a tion of the

l imi t ing case constrai nt we mentioned in Chapter 1 (p. 1 :10) .
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I am not going to attempt to settle this issue here. For one

thing, it is by no means clear what the real issues are for an account

of general-case probability. The subject seems to require the kind of

analysis we have tried to provide for the single case, in Chapter 1.

However, I think we have taken the cases in the correct order. General­

isations would be irrelevant if it were not for their application to

individual cases, and the study of their forms should hence be based on

a proper understanding of the associated single case. True, it might

turn out that a proposed account of the single case could be shown to

be unacceptable, on the grounds that it could not be linked to any

satisfactory account of the general case; but we have found no reason

to think that the partial assertion theory is in this position.

Bibliographical Notes

On the view that rationality is a characteristic of habits of

inference, see the bibliographical notes to Chapter 4 (p. 4:19).

A view according to which probability judgements rely on beliefs

about relative frequencies has been developed extensively by H. E.

Kyburg, particularly in his (1961) and (1974). However, Kyburg takes

the probability of a statement s to be a logical relation between s and

a body of such beliefs. Subject to the qualifications in the biblio­

graphical notes to Chapter 2 (pp. 2:20-21), his account thus falls into

our category 2.7 (and I think that some of our objections to truth­

conditional accounts thus apply to it). Nevertheless, I think Kyburg's

theory gives a good indication of the kind of account of probabilistic

generalisation which might accompany a partial assertion view of the

single case.
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