Trouble with "If"s

The theory we' ve been | earning does a tolerably good job.
Not a perfect job, but a tolerable job. It fails, for instance,
to take notice in the difference between these two sentences:

| took sonme of Dr. Browner's elixir and got sick
I got sick and took sone of Dr. Elixir's elixir.

Still, by and large, the translations give adequate results.
Except for conditionals. The theory give a terrible account
of English conditionals. Recall that the theory nmakes no cl ains
about English argunents that translate into invalid SC argunents,
but it does claimthat English argunents that translate into
valid SC argunents are valid. But this claimcan't be upheld for
argunents with conditionals, as a few exanples will show.
The first is due to WIIiam Harper:
If | put sugar into ny coffee, it will taste fine.
Therefore, if | put sugar and notor oil into ny coffee,
it will taste fine.

This is a crazy argunent, yet it's SCtranslation is valid:

(S - F)
OosdM - F

The next two are due to Ernest Adans:

If I pull both switch A and switch B, the engine wll

start.
Therefore, either the engine will start if | pull
switch A or the engine will start if | pull switch B

((AOB) - 9
O ((A - S O(B - 9))

If dAinton wins the election, Bush will retire to his

home i n Kenni bunkport.

| f Bush dies before the election, dinton will win the
el ection.

Therefore, if Bush dies before the el ection, Bush w |l
retire to his hone in Kenni bunkport.

(C - R
(D - O
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0 (D - R

Ei t her the unburied dead will walk the earth if | bury
a chicken head in ny backyard, or the unburied dead
will walk the earth if | fail to bury a chicken head in
ny back yard.

is an English sentence no one believes, even though it's SC
translation is valid:

((B - D O(-B -~ D)

Contraposition — the inference from"If ¢ then y" to "If
not -y then not-¢," and variants on this with the "not"s placed in

different positions —is valid in SC, but not in English:
If I buy a car, | won't buy a Pontiac.
Therefore, if | buy a Pontiac, | won't buy a car.
(C - =P

Finally, two silly proofs of the existence of God, the first
due to Paul Gice:

It's not the case that, if God exists, human life is a
product of random chance.

(G - O
0 G

The second is due to Dorothy Edgi ngton:

|f God does not exist,then it’s not the case that,
if | pray, ny prayers wll be answered.

| do not pray.

Therefore, God exists.

(<G ~ ~(P - A))
-P

0G

There are only sixteen possible truth tables for a binary

connective, and of the sixteen, the truth table for “ =" cones
the closest to representing the truth conditions for the English
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“if..., then.” But none of the sixteen does very well. One would
i ke sonething better.

In attenpts to cone up with a theory of conditionals that
better reflects the way conditionals are used in ordinary Eng-
lish, two approaches have becone prom nent.

The first, devel oped nainly by Ernest Adans, understands
conditionals probabilistically. The probability of a conditiona
is the conditional probability of the consequent given the
antecedent. Thus the conditional probability that the coffee wll
taste good given that | put sugar in the coffee is high, whereas
the conditional probability that the coffee will taste good given
that | put sugar and notor oil into it is low The conditiona
probability of Bush's retiring to his hone in Miine given that
Cinton wins the election is high, as is the conditional proba-
bility of dinton's winning the election given that Bush dies
before. But the conditional probability of Bush's retiring to
Kenni bunkport given that he dies before the election is nearly
zero.

The ot her prom nent approach, pioneered by Robert Stal naker,
has it that a conditional (if ¢, then y) is true iff y is true
in the possible world nost |ike the actual world of any world in
which ¢ is true. Thus the world nost |ike the actual world of any
world in which | put sugar in ny coffee is a world in which the
coffee tastes fine, whereas the nearest world in which | pour in
sugar and notor oil is a world in which the coffee tastes |ousy.

Unfortunately, the price of getting a nore accurate theory
is to get a nore conplicated theory. Both Adans' theory and
Stal naker's theory are sufficiently conplicated that it wll not
be possible to go into them here.



