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Suppose a plurality of urns containing little coloured balls, among them urn B containing 999,999 white balls and one black one.  And suppose that, knowing this, we choose a ball z from an unknown urn, possibly B, with our eyes shut.  Then, says Anthony Appiah (in Part III of his Assertion and Conditionals, Cambridge University Press 1985: see p. 172), we ought to assent when someone says

(1)    If z is from urn B, z is not black.

    Now I am very sorry, but the hard fact is that we do not assent to (1).  Not in Australia, anyway, where I have rehearsed Appiah’s scenario to literally dozens of my fellow-citizens, mostly students.  All, all have responded, sometimes with passion, that anyone acquiescing in (1) would have to be ignoring the black ball.  They concede that if z is from B it is ‘almost certainly’ not black, but exceptionlessly insist that (1) remains strictly untenable so long as there is a black ball in urn B, even if the number of the accompanying white balls is increased billionfold.  Appiah contends that one ought to assent to (1) ‘because there is only the very faintest chance of your getting a black ball out of urn B’ (p. 172); but my respondents counter that it is precisely because there is a chance, however faint, of drawing the black ball from B that one ought not assent to (1).  Evidently only those who believe none of B’s balls black are entitled to assert (1).
    I conclude that Appiah’s proposals for (1) are mistaken, and a key tenet of his book consequently false.  The tenet, called Adams’ Hypothesis after Ernest Adams, is that an ‘if’-sentence like (1) is assertible exactly when the conditional probability of its consequent, given its antecedent, is high (e.g. p. 4, p. 174).  Yet (1) remains unassertible even after Appiah (pp. 171-4) has contrived an extremely high conditional probability for it.  It would seem that Appiah has obligingly devised a counterexample to his own theory.

    (My own theory for ‘if’-sentences like (1), with a constituent sentence introduced by ‘if’, is that ‘if’ then serves to announce the antecedent proposition, burden of that constituent sentence, as a hypothesis.  Reasons for it being thus taken for granted vary considerably; but in (1)’s case, I contend, the reason for confessing to the hypothesis that z came from urn B is so as to be able to use it as a premiss for inferring the consequent proposition that z is not black.  Seeing that this conclusion follows only given that there is no black ball in urn B, I take the earnests of my respondents, cited above, as confirming my account as well as overturning Appiah’s.)
    An ‘if’-sentence is ‘like (1)’ for the purpose of Adams’ Hypothesis when it comprises two ‘ordinary indicative sentences’, one introduced by ‘if’ (p. 162).  The two (ordinary indicative) sentences are an absolute necessity here, because ‘probability is probability of truth’ (p. 174n), and it takes a sentence to express a candidate for truth.  The ‘probability of the antecedent’ is spectral unless there is a sentence in the scope of ‘if’, then.

    In defence of his claim that we ought to assent to (1), Appiah invokes a comparison with


(2)    If I walk on my stairs I will not fall through them

which, he says (p. 172), one affirms notwithstanding the very remote possibility that his stairs have been secretly ravaged by termites.  But the comparison is illicit, for (2) is not like (1) in our defined sense.  Given the intended reading of (1), the string ‘z is from urn B’ is understood exactly as if encountered standing alone between full stops: it is parsed as a sentence.  But there is no sentence in the scope of ‘if’ when (2) occurs under its desired future interpretation.  In particular the string


(3)    I walk on my stairs

never occurs as a sentence with future reference.  The question whether what is affirmed about the future by (3) is probably true is forestalled by the problem that nothing whatever is affirmed about the future by (3).  And therefore it is confused to invoke the probability (of the truth) of the antecedent in such a case as (2)’s.  Adams’ Hypothesis simply does not apply to ‘if’-sentences like (2).
    (Let it be perfectly clear that ‘I will walk on my stairs’ gets the ‘antecedent’ wrong for (2)’s case.  That theory cannot cope with the undoubted difference between saying ‘If it will be cooler after sunset I shall call back then’ and saying ‘If it is cooler after sunset I shall etc.’.)

    My criticism so far can be condensed in two sentences.  First, Appiah confuses (as ‘indicative conditionals’: see, e.g. p. 162 and pp. 170-1) ‘if’-sentences like (2), to which Adams’ Hypothesis does not apply, and ‘if’-sentences like (1), to which it does.  Secondly, when Adams’ Hypothesis does apply, it doesn’t seem to work, for it gets the answer wrong in (1)’s case.  I move now to some broader, less technical worries I have about Appiah’s proposals for ‘if’.

    For involved reasons of a highly theoretical kind, Appiah concludes in Chapter 9 that ‘if’-sentences like (1) ‘do not have truth conditions’ (e.g. p. 205).  But it is easily shown that the sponsor of an ‘if’-sentence like (1) says nothing true or false.  If the burden of e.g. (1) were a candidate for truth then it would be possible both to deny it and suppose it for the sake of argument, whereas in fact these facilities are both unavailable, in confirmation of which neither (4) nor (5) makes any sense:


(4)    It is not the case that if z is from urn B z is not black


(5)    Suppose that if z is from urn B z is not black.

Nor is it surprising that the burden of (1) should be neither true nor false.  After all, sentences like (1) are grammatically congruent with sentences like


(6)    Because/As/Since/Although/While z is from urn B, z is not black,

and the obvious reaction to (6) is that its speaker is up to something too involved to permit any such simple verdict as ‘true’.  Straining the terms, there is an antecedent and a consequent, both admittedly either true or false; but the overall burden of (6) is structured out of antecedent and consequent in such a way that its own truth or falsity is out of the question: there is too much going on.

    With respect, while Appiah’s reasoning in Chapter 9, which takes us deep into probability theory, might conceivably serve as a proof that ‘if’-sentences like (1) have no truth conditions, it hardly provides an explanation.  If the burdens of sentences like (1) are never of the true-or-false variety, that surely must be for some grander, simpler reason.  – Such as the one just ventured for sentences like (6).  And indeed careful listening discovers that the obstacle to (4)’s and (5)’s making sense is nothing but sheer unresolvable complexity in the burden of (1).  It is not as if (4) and (5) flouted laws of probability.

    I must not leave the impression that Appiah is without simpler inducements of his own for thinking that ‘if’-sentences like (1) lack truth conditions. If ‘if’-sentences like (1) have truth conditions, he reasons, ‘there ought to be nothing problematic about their behaviour when they lie within the scope of truth-functional connectives’ (p. 205).  So he sets about uncovering problems (pp. 205-9), thereby advancing ‘concrete semantic evidence’ (p. 205).  The program is surely coherent, but alas it commits the author to identifying truth-functional connectives in English, and here he meets with unsuccess.  At one point, e.g., he is found invoking the assumption that


‘or’ is, as it seems to be, a truth function

(p. 208); and this assumption, even when confined to cases where ‘or’ separates two genuine sentences, is frankly heroic.  Who undertakes to defend the claim that all four ‘disjuncts’ in (7) are candidates for truth?


(7)    ‘Then he can’t be a pansy, or he wouldn’t cry over a girl.’  ‘He must be 
          or he wouldn’t cry at all.’  [Muriel Spark 1960]

(A far more plausible theory, surely, is that ‘or’ in English, between sentences, subordinate clauses, nouns, adverbs, prepositions or whatever, demarcates alternatives – whether exclusive or not, and whether exhaustive or not.)  The very idea that there might be English particles with truth-table meanings outruns this enquirer’s credulity.
    Another of my fundamental difficulties with Appiah’s position is that I do not understand assertibility.  It is evidently conceived (p. 5) as an observable trait of sentences, with Adams’ Hypothesis explaining its possession for the particular case of ‘if’-sentences like (1).  But if it is asked whether, e.g.


(8)    He has the merit – if it is one – of saying exactly what he means [E.M. 
          Forster 1922]

was assertible, I should candidly not know what the issue was.  I understand (8) itself well enough: its sponsor affirms someone’s owning a certain merit while collaterally allowing that it might not really be a merit.  Presumably, then, (8) will be asserted by speakers wishing to do exactly that.  But what can be achieved by calling (8) assertible simpliciter?  Having shed one straitjacket, Appiah seems to me to have snuggled up in another: ‘assertibility conditions’ are no better than ‘truth conditions’ when it comes to coping with the essential complexity I descry in the burdens of ‘if’-sentences like (1). 

    And another thing.  Probabilistic proposals for ‘if’-sentences like (1) impress me as downright implausible.  Take (8) again.  Prima facie, neither the probability that speaking one’s mind is a merit, nor the probability that ‘he’ has the merit of speaking his, has the remotest bearing upon what we have seen the sponsor of (8) to be up to.  Again, assigning probabilities to pronouncements such as that we must not act save on a certainty, and that we ought not to act upon religion, can hardly be easy for most of us; yet it is easy for all of us to follow the reasoning in (9):

(9)    If we must not act save on a certainty we ought not to act upon religion, 
         for it is not certain [Blaise Pascal, d. 1662].

We need not necessarily agree with the reasoning, I suppose.  But if we disagree, it will not be about probabilities.

    Or take (10):


(10)    If it really is a law of nature that people resemble the pets they keep, 
            then what is waiting at home for the Archdeacon is a cute little toy 
          
            poodle.

Here, plainly, we have an artful way of describing the Archdeacon.  What is not plain is how probability could possibly have a hand in it.

    Nor do I see how the probabilistic story might deal with cases where the antecedent is a deliberate falsehood, as when (11) is asserted by someone glancing into a patently empty room:


(11)    If Her Majesty is in this room she’s invisible.

What sort of bearing can the probability have that Her Majesty is in the room when it is understood on all sides that she is not?

    Sentences like (1) are also used for avowals, not on the face of it easily exponible in probabilistic terms either:


(12)    I may have said so, my dear.  But if I did the other was what I really 
            expected [Henry Green 1952].

The ‘if’-sentences in (8) to (12) are of course all like (1) in our defined grammatical sense, and accordingly Adams’ Hypothesis is meant to predict ‘the actual linguistic behaviour of speakers’ (p. 5) who use them.  But how it does this remains opaque to me.  I feel, too, that the onus is on Appiah here.
    The reader has doubtless observed, however, that in each of (8) to (12) the antecedent is acknowledged as a hypothesis.  Indeed, the parenthetical account I preferred above for (1) holds exactly for each of (9) to (11): in all four cases, I contend, we have a condensed argument.  The author of (9) even supplies the necessary co-premiss or ground.   The point about (10) is that unfurling the condensed argument provides an oblique way of affirming its shadowy ground, so that the Archdeacon is thereby described impressionistically.  In (11) the observational ground that there is no sign of Her Majesty in the room allies with the hypothesis that Her Majesty is nevertheless in the room to yield the deductive conclusion that Her Majesty is invisible.

    On the other hand, neither (8) nor (12) is exponible as a condensed argument.  By confessing to the hypothesis that saying what one means is a merit, the sponsor of (8) is able to leave that question open while still enjoying use of the term.  The trick here is that, by taking on the antecedent as a hypothesis, a speaker can cover himself in case that antecedent is false, or a nuisance to defend.  And similarly for (12): by saying ‘if’, the speaker is able to waive the issue about what he said earlier, while insisting on what he then meant.  In neither case does consequent stand to antecedent as conclusion to premiss.

    Here, the, is one particular empirical distinction – I could authenticate many – among the burdens of ‘if’-sentences like (1).  It is a distinction that goes unmarked, obviously, by anything in the sentences themselves: we are looking at unsignalled information, conveyed, according to me, by the hearer’s reading it in.  But I am trying to make a point about Appiah: that Adams’ Hypothesis surely provides too monolithic an account of ‘if’-sentences like (1) to allow for the sort of diversity we have just observed.

    Part III of Appiah’s engaging book is a philosopher’s essay developing and exploring the probabilistic approach  to ‘if’-sentences like (1) – and encouraging its critical assessment.  The philosophic spirit exults in free speculation, and philosophical speculation about ‘if’ accordingly suffers as a genre from persistent under-exposure to the empirical evidence.  Suffers, because the question how ‘if’ works in English remains an inexorably empirical one.  The only rational way of attacking it is the scientific way, which means starting with the teeming evidence: going out and collecting lots of it, quite unselectively at first, and then open-mindedly sifting through it.  And yet, gentle reader, have you collected even a hundred English ‘if’-sentences?  Copied them out from their various sources, and pored over them without preconceptions?  If you have not, may I suggest you try it before submitting to Appiah’s well-reasoned enticements?

�   I am most grateful to Anthony Appiah for generous and enlightening private correspondence.  My own account of ‘if’-sentences like (1) is sketched in ‘Parsing “If”-sentences’ (Analysis 44.4, October 1984, pp. 145-53; see p. 147).  The idea of unsignalled information is aired in ‘Conditional Interpretations of “If”-sentences’ (Australian Journal of Linguistics 4, 1984, 143-204; see pp. 187-95) which deals at length with ‘if’-sentences like (2).  It is perhaps worth observing that the ‘if’-sentence in (12) above is hospitable to ‘then’ even though not exponible as a condensed argument.
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