On a Point of Logic
V.H. DUDMAN

1.  I take it for a point of logic that whether something or other will happen has nothing to do with what will happen if it does.

Because the cradle depends wholly from the bough, the former will fall if the 
latter breaks,

we say; but when the future-conditional interpretation m1 of


(1)    If the bough breaks the cradle will fall

is thus premissed on the observation that the cradle depends wholly from the bough, it is surely apparent that whether the bough will break, or may or could or won’t, has nothing to do with the relationship.  Conformably, it makes perfect sense to say ‘Whether or not the bough will break, if it does break the cradle will fall’.

    Eyeing the bough with its pendent cradle and assessing its stoutness, we may decide to affirm either the single-future-event interpretation m2 of (2) or the absence-thereof interpretation m3 of (3):


(2)    The bough will break


(3)    The bough will not break.

But if we do, our underlying thinking will bear not at all on what will happen if the bough breaks.  We are really looking at utterly unconnected judgements.

    It therefore comes as a surprise to find theories of conditionals which involve m2 in the evaluation of m1.  A great surprise: to someone wondering whether to assent to m1, the best advice is surely to forget about whether the bough will break and find out what is holding the cradle up.  Yet explaining m1 in terms of m2 is quite the usual thing among theorists of conditionals.  Some of their theories work, too, correctly evaluating m1 in a range of circumstances.  Two questions present themselves.  What drives thinkers to this startling inadvertence?  And how can their theories still work?

2.  Why do theorists invoke the irrelevant m2 for evaluating m1?  I think the trouble starts when they ascribe a ternary analysis to m1.  I have never seen a defence of it, but the doctrine is that m1 is of the form A ( C, with A and C messages called ‘antecedent’ and ‘consequent’ respectively.
  So then the hunt is on for m1’s A and C, and m2 gets nabbed as the least bad A.  And thus – consequentia mirabilis – the irrelevant m2 comes to be reckoned a component of m1!

    And naturally a message is to be explained in terms of its components.  One message could hardly be a component of another that it had nothing to do with.  In confirmation, take the natural interpretation m4 of any variant of


(4)
If the bough broke, the cradle will/can’t/could/may/might/must/should/
ought to/needn’t/daren’t have fallen.
m4 has the proposition m5 that the bough broke for a component, there for all to see, encoded in the constituent sentence ‘The bough broke’.  Now it is sufficient to observe that we cannot say


Whether or not the bough broke, if the bough broke, the cradle etc.

to appreciate that m5 has something, not nothing, to do with m4.  Indeed, apprehending m4 arguably involves adopting m5 as a hypothesis.  So thinking m2 a component of m1 is a splendid reason for trying to evaluate m1 in terms of m2.

    But thinking m2 a component of m1 is of itself a bad idea.  With it comes the onus of explaining why (2) is nevertheless not a constituent of (1).  And anyway, seeing m2 in m1 goes against intuition.  When we say ‘if the bough breaks’ we are in no sense supposing that the bough will break.  To think so is to ignore a precritical, felt difference in the way the bough’s breaking is seen as eventuating.  Tentatively, the exponent of m2 expects the bough to break as an outcome of present facts, and supposing m2 must mean entertaining that expectation for the sake of argument.  But ‘if the bough breaks’ effects no such thing: in m1 the bough’s breaking is presented, not as an outcome of present facts, but rather as intruding independently, it matters not how, upon a wider scene in which (perhaps) a cradle depends from a bough, and the expectation is of the cradle’s falling in a situation resulting from that.
    But then, m1’s structure is quite different from the postulated ternary one.  In particular, m1 has no component message: no A, and no C.  In (1) under m1, ‘if the bough breaks’ occurs as a subordinate clause embedded in the predicate of the otherwise simpler sentence


(6)    The cradle will fall.

And subordinate clauses aren’t for encoding messages, but for embroidering otherwise simpler messages like the single-future-event interpretation m6 of (6).  Crudely, m6 says ‘will’ about the cradle’s falling while m1 says ‘will’ about the cradle’s falling in the event of the bough’s breaking.
    My suggestion, then, is that the impulse to analyse conditionals in terms of irrelevancies arises from getting their structures wrong.  Now, the structure of a message is determined by how it is encoded in its sentence, the preoccupation of grammar.  So the logical lapse arises from a mistake in grammar.
  

3.  My second question is how ‘irrelevant’ theories of conditionals can still get the right answers.  I shall consider two noted essays on conditionals, both of which get what I conceive to be right answers while nevertheless evaluating m1 in terms of the irrelevant m2.

    Following Ramsey, Robert C. Stalnaker proposes adding m2 to one’s ‘stock of beliefs’ in order to determine whether or not to believe m1:

First, add the antecedent (hypothetically) to your stock of beliefs; second, make whatever adjustments are required to maintain consistency (without modifying the hypothetical belief in the antecedent); finally, consider whether or not the consequent is then true ([8], p. 33).
To me, this recipe seems very like the following, for deciding whether to believe that all cats are animals:


Add everything is a cat to your stock of beliefs, restore consistency, and 
consider whether everything is an animal is then ‘true’.

Of course (a point of logic) everything is a cat has nothing to do with whether all cats are animals.  For cases where consistency is to be maintained throughout, however, the method works.  Even when one accepts everything is an animal ab initio, the method correctly predicts one’s assent to all cats are animals.  But for all that, it is a perverse, roundabout device, complicated by gratuitously including stuff with nothing to do with whether all cats are animals, and needing then to rely on the antilogism of everything is a cat, all cats are animals, and not everything is an animal to take up the slack.

    I proffer the same general criticism of Stalnaker’s recipe for m1.  It works; but only by resort, made necessary by the intrusion of the irrelevant m2 and m6, to a logical connection relating the three.  It is needlessly complicated.  When X adds, hypothetically, the irrelevant m2 to her ‘stock’ and thereupon gets m6, it will be because her stock already contains some such premiss as that the cradle depends wholly from the bough – a premiss from which common sense concludes m1 directly.
Ramsey confined his suggestion for m1 to the case where neither m2 nor m3 is believed ([7], p. 143n.).  Stalnaker extends the treatment to the case where m2 is disbelieved.  Given our point of logic, the whole issue is irrelevant.  For their exponents, however, it is a critical question what to do when antecedents are false, disbelieved, of zero probability or similarly deficient.  Stalnaker resorts to a revised database:


What about the case in which you know or believe the antecedent to be false?  
In this situation, you cannot simply add it to your stock of beliefs without 
introducing a contradiction.  You must make adjustments by deleting or 
changing those beliefs which conflict with the antecedent.  ([8], pp. 32-3)

    Of course Stalnaker’s contradiction is between the belief m3 and the ‘antecedent’ m2, and his rationale for ‘adjustments’ accordingly collapses over our point of logic.
    And truly, one detects no whiff of inconsistency while actually in the posture described, of debating whether to assent to m1 while knowing or believing m3.  I believe m3 because the bough is a foot thick; but I can’t quite make out whether the cradle depends from the bough or the power lines, and so withhold assent from m1 at this stage.  All perfectly rational; no contradiction; nothing to provoke ‘adjustments’.

    Given now that the cradle is suspended from a helicopter by only a brittle thread, X may decide that quite simply it will fall.  In that case she would be obliged to concede that, in particular, it will fall if the bough breaks.  Here, assent to m6  requires assent to m1.  But it needs the impotence of the if-condition.  (After all, acceptance that the cradle will not fall is compatible with concluding m1 from the circumstances of the cradle’s depending from the bough.  All that is necessary is concomitant assent to m3.  And to conclude m1 is implicitly to reject If the bough breaks the cradle will not fall.  A conditional could never be ‘true’ by reason just of ‘true consequent’.) 

    Again, given that the cradle depends from a stanchion a mile from our bough, X may find no reason for thinking that it will fall, and hence no reason for assenting to m1, with its impotent if-condition.
    We have amassed the following observations about m1.  (i) Given that the cradle depends wholly from the bough we assent to it; (ii) given an ineffectual if-condition we assent to it just when we assent to m6.  Provided we avoid contradiction, Stalnaker’s recipe for m1 achieves exactly these results.  In particular, if we add m2 consistently to a stock without m6 in it, m6 will thereupon go into it if it contains premisses adequate for m1.  The reason for this turns on the meaning of ‘will’ – evidently, since the regularity fails when ‘will’ is replaced by ‘may’ in each of (1), (2) and (6).  But this relationship forged partly by ‘will’ is needed only to link the irrelevant m2 to the question whether m1 is to be accepted.  There was no reason for ever involving the logical relationship of m1, m2 and m6 when the task was simply to decide whether to believe m1.
    Ernest W. Adams proposes ([1], p. 3) that the probability of a conditional such as m1 is given by the ration of p(A & C) to p(A), where p(m) is the probability of m.
  But surely how probable it is that the bough will break has no necessary connection with how probable it is that the cradle will fall if it does; and no wonder, given the irrelation of m2 and m1.  Nevertheless, except when p(A) = 0, Adams’s recipe evidently works.  Why?

    Common speech does not distinguish the probability of the bough’s breaking from the probability that the bough will break, i.e. the probability of m2.  And if the probability of m2 is the probability of the bough’s breaking, then the probability of m1 is incontrovertibly the probability of the cradle’s falling in the event of the bough’s breaking.  This is the probability to which we assign a value of 1 on observing the cradle depending wholly from the bough.  I need hardly observe that the probability of the bough’s breaking has nothing to do with it.  Simply take an imagined situation in which, however improbably, the bough breaks, and assess the probability of the cradle’s falling in that situation.  When I say Adams’s formula gets the answer for m1 right, I mean that (granted p(A) ( 0) its evaluation always coincides with this commonsense probability.
    Given a cradle secured in some elaborate manner one might estimate the probability of its falling in the event of the bough’s breaking as (9.  It is a consequence of this estimate that whatever probability one assigns to the bough’s breaking, the probability of the bough’s breaking and the cradle’s falling will be (9 of it.  And therefore Adams’s formula is going to yield the right answer to the commonsense probability of m1.  But the irrelevance of m2 shines through when the p(m2)s cancel.

    When m1’s if-condition is impotent – cradle and bough at remote corners of the garden, perhaps – Adams’s formula again predicts the right answer, namely that p(m1) = p(m6).  For when cradle and bough are thus unconnected, m2 and m6 are independent, with the odds against both accordingly the product of the odds against each.  That is, p(m2 & m6) = p(m2) ( p(m6).  And therefore p(m1) = p(m6), because, of course, the p(m2)s cancel again.  In short, the value of p(m2) is never consulted.

4.  Apprised that the bough remains intact with the cradle still wholly dependent from it, the proponent of m1 will eventually switch to the natural interpretation m7 of 

(7)    If the bough had broken, the cradle would have fallen.

And thus, notoriously, m7 is consistent with the falsity of the proposition that the bough broke.  And no wonder: whether the bough broke has nothing to do with what would have happened if it had.
  But this point is not well taken among philosophers and logicians, who tend to regard m5 as A to m7’s A ( C, and thereupon seek to explain m7 in terms of m5.  According to Nelson Goodman, for instance, m7 affirms that ‘a certain connection obtains’ between m5 and the proposition m8 that the cradle fell ([4], p. 11).  I respond that the connection relating m5 and m8 is the logical one between m5, m8 and m7, and that there would be no need to invoke it if the irrelevant m5 had not been intruded.  And David Lewis ([5], Chapter 1) proposes we evaluate m7 by reference to a possible world in which m5 is true.  Of course it would be by keeping the continued dependence of cradle from bough in that new world that one got m8 in it.  But the continued dependence of cradle from bough in this world suffices to recommend m7, while the argument for moving to another collapses over a point of logic.
, 
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�   A message is a concatenation of ideas with its own sentence.  When a message m is encoded in a sentence S, I call m an interpretation of S.


�   Hugh Mellor dismisses grammatical considerations as of the ‘wrong kind’ for doing semantics:





	....as Ramsey said of the subject-predicate distinction, ‘The task on which we are engaged is 	not merely one of English grammar; we are not school children analysing sentences ... but 	are interested not so much in sentences themselves as in what they mean.’  So what matters 	here is not the grammar of English ‘If’-sentences but what we use those sentences to express.  	([6], p. 240; [7], p. 13)





My answer to Mellor and Ramsey is that, for establishing what sentences mean or are used to express, grammar is an indispensable tool.  Someone who ‘analyses’ a sentence grammatically is considering how what it is found to mean is articulated in its assemblage of words, and is accordingly privy to how what is meant is structured, and out of what components, the very questions the semanticist confronts.


�   Adams holds that just those conditionals are assertible whose probabilities are high.  I challenge this tenet in [2], but would like here to keep the question of assertion out and just talk of probabilities.


�   The underlying reasoning remains intact as well: nothing material changes.  Only the B-series location of the present moment, i.e. the date.  m1 and m7 both formulate the same verdict about the cradle’s falling at some date y in the event of the bough’s breaking in imagined circumstances arising out of how things are or were at an earlier date D.  (Thus [3].)  When D is present and y future, we affirm m1.  When y has become past and D accordingly pastpast, we affirm m7.  It is one of the more startling aspects of current thought about conditionals that m1 and m7 are often treated as fundamentally different.





�   Contrary to first impressions, it is not implicit in m7 that m5 is false.  It makes perfect sense to say ‘Whether or not the bough did break, if it had broken ...’.  The truth is rather that m7 is a judgement about something’s happening in an imagined past situation, and while there can be different motives for talking about imagined past situations, our first impressions derive just from the most obvious of these, which is broadly in order to talk about how things might have fallen out differently from how they actually did.





�   I should add that Stalnaker effectively identifies m2 as m1’s ‘antecedent’ at [8], pp. 30, 32, and Adams at [1], p. 16, while Goodman and Lewis effectively identify m5 as m7’s ‘antecedent’ at [4], pp. 9-10 and [5], pp. 2-3 respectively.


�   This essay grew out of correspondence with Isaac Levi, and owes many thoughts to his prompting.  Not for the first time, I am indebted to him.  And I am grateful to Hugh Mellor, Rodney Huddleston and the Editor for help with earlier drafts.





