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122 ANALYSIS

I do not mean to imply that I still think “T'ruth and Use’ the best or
most illuminating way of responding to Dummett’s ideas, but I cannot
see that Tennant’s criticisms even engage with the line I was taking.

University College London © CorLiN McGINN 1981

IS EPISTEMIC PREFERABILITY TRANSITIVE?

By Roy A. SORENSEN

LTHOUGH the ‘heavier-than’ relation is transitive, Edgington
has shown that ‘probably-heavier-than’ is not (‘On the Possibility
of Rational ‘‘Inconsistent” Beliefs’, Mind, October 1968).

Suppose each of three boxes contains three objects which have the
following weights, in pounds:

Box A: 2, 6, 7

Box B: 1, 5, 9

Box C: 3, 4, 8
Now consider repeated comparisons of two randomly selected objects,
one from Box A and one from Box B. Since each of the three A objects
is equally likely to be paired with each of the B objects, there are nine
equally likely A-B comparisons. In five of the nine comparisons, the A
object is heavier than the B object....

Edgington goes on to desctibe the B—C and A—C comparisons but I
shall merely list the pairings:

A—B B—C A—C
2,1 6,1 7,1 1,3 5,3 9,3 2,3 6,3 7,3
2,5 6,5 7,5 1,4 5,4 94 2,4 6,4 7,4
2,9 6,9 7,9 1,8 5,8 9,8 2,8 6,8 7,8

In 5/9 of the possible outcomes the A object is heavier than the B
object, so an object from A will probably be heavier than a B object.
Similarly, an object from B will probably be heavier than a C object.
Surprisingly, in 5/9 possible outcomes the C object is heavier than the
A object, so an object from C will probably be heavier than an A object.
In ‘A System of Epistemic Logic’ (Ratio, Decembert, 1972), Chisholm
and Keim present ‘“The Calculus of Epistemic Preferability”. They
take epistemic preferability to be a transitive relation but adopt as an
axiom the ‘broader principle according to which the relation of “not-
being-epistemically-preferable-to” is transitive.’

(A2) [~(pPq) & ~(qPr)] = ~(pP1)
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One reads (Az2) as: If it is not the case that p is epistemically preferable
to q, and it is not the case that q is epistemically preferable to r, then
it is not the case that p is epistemically preferable to r.

A counterexample to (Az2) can be constructed if one takes Edging-
ton’s observation as a guide. Let A, B, and C be disjoint groups of
equally talented researchers. Each of the groups has three subgroups
whose sizes correspond to the weights in Edgington’s three boxes.
One subgroup from each of A’, B’, and C’ is randomly selected to work
on three independent problems. The problems are equally difficult
and are such that the likelihood of a correct solution is directly related
to the number of researchers working on it. The three subgroups
then submit their different conclusions, a, b, and c, respectively. By
consulting the list of possible outcomes of this random selection, one
can infer that a is more likely to be correct than b, and b is more likely
to be correct than c, but surprisingly, ¢ is more likely to be correct
than a. Therefore, a is epistemically preferable to b, and b is epistemically
preferable to c, but a is #o# epistemically preferable to c. So one has a
counterexample to (Az).

Michigan State University © Roy A. SORENSEN 1981



	Article Contents
	p.122
	p.123

	Issue Table of Contents
	Analysis, Vol. 41, No. 3 (Jun., 1981), pp. 113-160
	Five O'clock on the Sun [pp.113-114]
	Is This a Proof I See before Me? [pp.115-119]
	Reply to Tennant [pp.120-122]
	Is Epistemic Preferability Transitive? [pp.122-123]
	On an Argument of Peacocke's about Physicalism and Counterfactuals [pp.124-125]
	'All Actions Occur inside the Body' [pp.126-129]
	The Transitivity of Causation [pp.130-133]
	The Impersonal Formulation of the Cogito [pp.134-137]
	Descartes, Welbourne, and Indubitable Beliefs [pp.138-140]
	Memories and the World [pp.141-145]
	Escaping the Speech Act Dilemma [pp.146-149]
	Divine Determinateness and the Free Will Defence [pp.150-153]
	Carr on Beliefs and Dispositions [pp.154-155]
	Killing People Intentionally, by Chance [pp.156-159]
	Killing, Letting Die, and Euthanasia: A Reply to Holly Smith Goldman [pp.159-160]



