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INTRODUCTION 2006:
THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF
PROBABLE REASONING

After 19785: histories of probability and statistics

This book happened to be the first in a wave of new studies of proba-
bility and its past. Such work was soon to be cultivated by a research
group at the Zentrum fiir interdisziplinire Forshchung in Bielefeld,
1982-3. Lorenz Kriiger gathered together twenty-odd scholars,
many of them young and working on their first major project. Such
groups seldom gel. Kriiger’s did - thanks to his planning and lead-
ership, and his own exceptional character. The subject was changed
permanently, and not only by the in-house publications emanating
from Bielefeld.! New benchmarks were established, starting with
books by members of the group: Ted Porter’s The Rise of Statistical
Thinking 1820-1900 (Princeton 1986), Steve Stigler’s The History
of Statistics: The Measurement of Uncertainty before 1900 (Chicago
1986), Raine Daston’s Classical Probability in the Enlightenment
(Princeton 1988). Add in my own Taming of Chance (Cambridge
1990) and you have the start of an amazing little library.

Doubtless the take-off in history would have occurred without
this collective activity. Much of the work published directly after
1983 was already in preparation before Lorenz brought us together
in Bielefeld. Donald Mackenzie had already written Statistics in
Britain 1865-1930: The Social Construction of Scientific Knowledge
(Edinburgh 1981). And I should mention an amusing reminder that
many more minds were out there. English-speakers at Bielefeld met
regularly to try toimprove our German. We mostly read lesser works

1 The Probabilitistic Revolution. Lorenz Kriiger, Lorraine J. Daston and Michael
Heidelberger (eds.), 2 vols., MIT, 1987. For members of the group, see vol. 1, p. xiii.
The Empire of Chance: How Probability Changed Science and Everyday Life. Gerd
Gigerenzer et al. (eds.), Cambridge, 1989.
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of Robert Musil, under the guidance of Christa Kriiger. We never
thought about how probability and The Man without Qualities might
be connected. It was left to Jacques Bouveresse’s amazing book to
show us what had been before our faces.?

Bielefeld was an extraordinary catalyst, and I am enormously
grateful for having had the opportunity to work with such colleagues.
Since then, histories of probability have become part of the history of
science, and of science studies more generally. Cultural studies have
become aware. This is hardly surprising, for probability is part of
how we think about our chancy world. Literary critics are beginning
to acknowledge that fact. The writing has been on the wall for some
time. The last chapter of Taming ended by invoking Mallarmé’s
poem of 1897, A throw of the die, which begins by swearing that we
‘NEVER will annul chance’.

When The Emergence of Probability was published, there was lit-
tle recent history of probability besides the excellent mathematical
histories by Oscar Sheynin. Now there is plenty. But Emergence was
not written as history.

Archaeology

Emergence is about the past, yes, but it is subtitled A Philosophical
Study. I never called it history. It was the first long piece of writ-
ing, in any language, that captured, adapted and applied the new
kind of analysis that Michel Foucault called archaeology. At the
time, few readers who came across the book were familiar with his
work. Today his achievements are almost too well known, beloved
by some, loathed by others. I continue to be a fan, but I have no
intention of writing about Foucault. I continue to use him in my
own way, with no thought about whether I am faithful to the tra-
ditions.he began. I shall say just enough about them to frame The
Emergence of Probability.

Les Mots et les choses came out in 1966. Its translation, The Order
of Things, was published in 1970. Foucault began by thinking of this
project as ‘his book about signs’.> That was how I read the first part of

2 Jacques Bouveresse, L’homme probable. Robert Musil, le hasard, la moyenne et
Pescargot de Uhistoire, Combas: Editions de I’Eclat, 1993,

3 See the ‘Chronologie’ by Daniel Defert in Michel Foucault, Dits et écrits, 2 volume
edition, Paris: Gallimard, 2001, I, 34. In a letter of 13 February 1965, Foucault
realised that his book had changed: ‘I’ve not been talking about signs but about
order’.
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his book, as is pretty obvious in my first few chapters. I hardly ever
acknowledged debts to Foucault, because I wrongly thought they
were obvious and did not need stating. Moreover I did not want
to appear merely trendy. His name appears only twice in the index.
Soon after the book was published, I happened to read this sentence
in some notes on the book written by Anne Fagot-Largeault: ‘An
investigation in the style of Michel Foucault, though a great deal
more clear.’” I mentioned this pleasing remark in a 1978 report on
work in progress, called ‘From the emergence of probability to the
erosion of determinism’ which also gives a brief summary of my
debt to Foucault as I saw it then.* “The erosion of determinism’ —
I was obviously already at work on Taming. The summary of that
book begins, ‘Determinism was eroded during the 19™ century and
a space was cleared for autonomous laws of chance.”

In May 1974, the year that Emergence went to press, I gave a talk
to the Moral Sciences Club in Cambridge called ‘One way to do phi-
losophy’. It was an account of how an analytic philosopher trained
at Cambridge University in the shadows of G. E. Moore and the rest
could learn a new approach to conceptual analysis of problematic
concepts — such as probability. The version of archaeology that I
then adopted was doubtless partial, but everyone now would agree
to this much of the idea: Archaeology organises the past to under-
stand the present. It lifts the dust-cover off a world that we take for
granted. It makes us reconsider what we experience as inevitable.

4 Quoted in Ian Hacking, ‘From the emergence of probability to the erosion of
determinism’ in Probabilistic Thinking, Thermodynamics and the Interaction of
the History and Philosophy of Science (Proceedings of the 1978 Pisa Conference in
the History and Philosophy of Science). J. Hintikka, D. Gruender and E. Agazzi,
(eds.), Dordrecht: Reidel, 1981, II, 105-124, on p. 106. Professor Fagot-Largeault
was present at the conference and was happy to have me lift this observation from
her personal notes.

Taming, p. vii. Another statement half-way between the two books was ‘Comment
faire I’histoire de la statistique?’, prepared for a conference organised by Claudine
Normand, Les Sciences humaines, Quelle histoire?//Nanterre, 1980, I, 181-191. An
English version appeared as ‘How should we do the history of statistics?’ I&C 8,
Spring 1981, 14-26. I&C was a Foucault-oriented magazine, now defunct; its name
was short for Ideology and Consciousness.

For a sketch of what I remember of the talk, see the third parable in ‘Five parables’
(1983) reprinted in my Historical Ontology, Harvard, 2002, pp. 35-37.In 197341
was giving parts of Emergence as lectures, both in Uppsala and Cambridge, and also
lecturing on the more obviously Foucault-influenced Why Does Language Matter
to Philosophy?, soon to be published together with Emergence (Cambridge 1975).

o



The Emergence of Probability

Histories of the present

Both Emergence and Taming were intended as contributions to
what Foucault once called, paradoxically, the history of the present.
What is that present? ‘Probability and statistics’, the second book
begins, ‘crowd in upon us. The statistics of our pleasures and our
vices are relentlessly tabulated. Sports, sex, drink, drugs, travel,
sleep, friends — nothing escapes. ... Our public fears are endlessly
debated in terms of probabilities: chances of meltdowns, cancers,
muggings, earthquakes. Nuclear winters, AIDS, global greenhouses,
what next? There is nothing to fear (it may seem) but the probabil-
ities themselves.” Thanks to statistics we live in what Ulrich Beck
calls the risk society. We also live in a universe that is, from the point
of view of fundamental physics, necessarily and essentially a matter
of probabilities. In fact matter is probabilities, in the sense that fun-
damental particles are also probability waves. Social statistics and
quantum mechanics look like apples and oranges, or maybe apples
and horses, but they are, from the point of view of the archaeolo-
gist, part of the same formation. Emergence and Taming are both
intended as contributions to understanding that chancy world in
which we have come to live. Kantian, in a way: not the empirical
facts about the universe of chance, but how that manner of conceiv-
ing the world is constituted without our being aware of it.

The ‘present’ addressed by Emergence is more constrained than
that of Taming. It is about probability as a concept that vexes
philosophers, a concept with two faces. One is directed at facts,
at the relative frequency with which different types of event occur,
whether they be suicides in Hungary or clicks of a Geiger counter
positioned in a mineshaft. The other is directed at the degree to
which you are confident of something you are not sure about. Stu-
dents of probability, be they mathematicians or philosophers, have
for centuries said that the word has two distinct meanings, and that
we suffer from its ambiguity. That doesn’t wash. The seemingly
equivocal idea of probability seems too deeply entrenched in our
ways of thinking for mere linguistic legislation to sort things out.
There are frequency-dogmatists who say that only one probability
idea is right, or is useful, or scientific. There are belief-dogmatists
who say the same thing for their approach. Fortunately, many sci-
entific workers are more eclectic. Most people do not even notice
the differences that are so hotly contested by specialists. That is a



Introduction 2006: The archaeology of probable reasoning

problem for philosophers who try to understand ideas, as much in
2005 as it was in 1975. Predictably it will be there in 2035 too.

Emergenceis aradical attempt to make sense of this phenomenon
of duality. There is no point in going into denial, and saying there
is really just one concept, or that the differences between the two
sorts of idea can be smudged over. Why does probability face two
ways, towards frequencies and towards degree of belief? And why
are there dogmatists who insist that there is only one coherent way
to face?

In this book I did not want to ‘solve’ philosophical problems, but
toshow how they arise and why they seem so intractable. At the very
end I turned to the philosophical, sceptical, problem of induction,
which we find in Hume. I wanted to know not how to solve that
problem, but how it became possible, and why it will not go away.

I was driven by a preposterous model of the formation of funda-
mental ideas, and of the ways in which tensions arising from that
formation lead to irresolvable knots. The model is stated in one
paragraph in the middle of page 16. I will not write it down again
here, since you can turn to it now. Perhaps it should be flagged, as in
Alice or on computer programmes, READ ME. Perhaps it should have
a box above it like that on an over-the-counter patent medicine:
WARNING — NOT TO BE TAKEN BY CHILDREN UNDER THE AGE OF 12 OR
PERSONS OVER THE AGE OF 60. I must have had pills in mind when I
wrote the paragraph, for it is followed immediately by the sentence:
‘I do not ask any reader to swallow all this’. But I do ask you to read
it, for it does express what drives this book along.

The before-and-after of probability

The opening of Emergence has been compared to the first chapter
of a detective story. Where was the dog that did not bark? Where
was probability before 1640? Michel Foucault’s early work is noto-
rious for singling out two radical breaks in European history, one
occurring around the time of Descartes, while the other pretty much
coincides with the French revolution. Turning successively from
madness to medicine to crime and punishment, he crystallised the
mutations in thought and practice with brilliant, perhaps overly bril-
liant, before-and-after pictures. Whatever the fireworks or sleight
of hand, his first rupture, of around 1650, is sound. In The Order
of Things, the first transition is from a world perceived in terms of
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similarities and analogies to one in which representation is the key
to knowledge. Others would say the same period was marked by the
scientific revolution, the advent of capitalism, or the beginning of
bourgeois individualism. Some, fearing the worst, have called it ‘the
death of Nature’. Everything that matters to Europeans was com-
ing into being, for better or worse, at that time. Fancy labels for the
intellectual changes — talk of ‘episteme’ or whatever — do not much
help. I prefer Herbert Butterfield’s rustic description: Europeans
‘put on a different kind of thinking cap’.”

No one doubts that something important happened to probability
around 1650, just as to ever so many other cardinal ideas. I urge the
stronger thesis that there was a coming into being, all at once, of
a certain organization of concepts, which persisted. The tensions in
that new system of thought arose in part from a submerged residue
of the preceding arrangements with which there was a radical break.
I too presented a before-and-after picture. Before 1650 or so, there
was virtually none of our present web of probability ideas. Then of
a sudden:

* Nations began to raise income by selling annuities, which
demanded, but did not always receive, actuarial competence.

* People of power and influence attended to the statistics of births
and deaths derived from data that had long been available, but
never used.

* The mathematics of gaming appeared as a topic in its own right.

* There arose a new model for assessing evidence in legal disputes.

* The reliability of testimony was calculated, the possibility of mir-
acles having happened in the past, as reported, was measured.

* There were new proofs of divine benevolence. Bizarre to our
eyes — except that the authors showed that they well understood
how to test statistical hypotheses from the word go, a conception
that had never existed in human thought before.

To my mind, the most radical innovation was that of Blaise Pascal.
I do not mean his correspondence with Pierre Fermat, which has
been noticed in every sketch of the history of probability ever pub-
lished. That is an invaluable emblem, and it gives a right date (1654)
for the emergence of probability. It is, however, a minor incident

7 Herbert Butterfield, The Origins of Modern Science 1300-1800, London: G. Bell
& Sons, 1965, 1.
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in the history of mathematics and in the lives of two great men.
On the other hand, it was the genius of Pascal to see, in whole cloth,
the structure of decision theory. He displayed his mastery of detail
in his extraordinary discussion of the choice facing the atheist in a
Christian world. From his single acorn grew that shady oak that we
call the risk society.

The insights of individuals are not the remarkable feature of these
events. Itis rather that they occur in a narrow span of time, that they
occur all over Europe, that the range of applications runs from state-
run annuity investments to cases at law, from games of chance to the
reliability of witnesses. The emergence of probability was not a mat-
ter of intellectual heroes, though I did cite Leibniz and Huygens, and
less well known individuals such as de Witt and Wilkins and Petty.
I was concerned not with genius but with the spontaneous emer-
gence of a new style of thinking about man and God, of describing
nations, of existential theology, of merchant adventurers and the
methods of science. It has to do with a vast range of new practices of
trade and the idea of the state, which I do not discuss in detail, and
also with the new sciences of the seventeenth century, with their
novel modes of inquiry.

With some exaggeration I claimed that all possible philosophical
positions about probability were already represented in the early
days, and that we can understand the structure of current philosoph-
ical problems about probability by understanding what made this
concept possible at all, namely the transition from a conceptual orga-
nization in terms of resemblance to one in terms of representation.

Not a revolution

Let us pause to ask whether the emergence of probability was a
scientific revolution, a revolution in science, in knowledge, or in
reasoning? It is certainly not a scientific revolution with a structure
like that which Thomas Kuhn made so well known. No cycle of
normal science with a paradigm — anomaly — crisis — resolution - new
paradigm - new normal science. Nor was it a revolution in any other
sensible sense of the word. 1. B. Cohen, author of the magisterial
Revolution in Science,® argued that ‘the origins of probability theory
may exemplify a third mode of scientific advance in which a new field

8 1. B. Cohen, Revolution in Science, Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press, 1985.
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develops — neither revolution nor evolution.” He kindly suggested
that it ‘may be perfectly described’ using my own term, ‘emergence’.

When probability was in place, one can try to tag some events as
revolutions. More interesting, Cohen suggests, is what may be called
‘revolution by application rather than a revolution in science’. The
revolution would not be in the content of the science, but in the
way in which probabilistic techniques invaded ‘the areas of social
thought and analysis and of medicine and public health’.? I happen
to disagree with Cohen. I do not see the application of probability
ideas to social thought and public health as a ‘revolution in applica-
tion’. I see these domains as absolutely essential to the core notions
of chance and determinism that we now take for granted thanks to
what I call the taming of chance. They are not applications of some
idea: they caused the idea to become lodged in our consciousness
in the way that it is.

At any rate, the abrupt emergence of probability was only the
beginning of a story. We were not anywhere near, yet, to our modern
probabilistic world; acorns are not trees, and the trees they become
depend on the soil and the climate. Many readers today would say
that the eighteenth century, with its Thomas Bayes (1702-1761),
must be the place to go for a historical understanding of probability.
From an archaeological point of view that is incorrect. That splen-
did dissenting minister, whatever may have been his aims — and
they continue to be debated by scholars — was a memorable figure
on the surface of things. But most of the important new transitions
in probability occurred after the Napoleonic era and were caused
by events in which probability was never mentioned. I analyse them
in The Taming of Chance. Chance began to be tamed when a lot of
empirical relative frequencies were published, primarily by govern-
ment agencies. They launched what I call the avalanche of printed
numbers: of suicides, crimes, prostitutes, incarcerations of the mad,
alongside the less sensational records of production and trade. The
published facts about deviancy, and the consequent development of
the social sciences, led to the erosion of determinism, so that by the
end of the century C. S. Peirce could say we live in a universe of
chance.

9 All quotations from p. 37 of L. B. Cohen, ‘Scientific revolutions, revolutions in
science, and a probabilistic revolution 1800-1930°, The Probabilistic Revolution, 1.,
23-44.
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Chance passed from what Hume had called ‘the superstition of
the vulgar’ to become the foundation of the physical world and
the cement of the social universe. Notice that the metaphors here
are geological, erosion, helped along by an avalanche. Geologi-
cal change is not abrupt. Emergence was about a shortish span of
time in which not many people participated and relatively few were
affected. Taming is about a longish span in which there were lots
of protagonists and many people were involved - at least to the
extent of being counted and analysed. Although I did not discuss it
directly, Taming is about the time when Foucault’s ‘biopower’ went
into action.1

The first book by the Bielefeld collective was called The Prob-
abilistic Revolution. Was there such a thing? Yes, if we mean rev-
olution in its ordinary present-day generous sense. As the second
collective product, The Empire of Chance, puts it in its subtitle, How
Probability Changed Science and Everyday Life. Those changes
were truly revolutionary (in the ordinary manner of speaking). I
have also tried to give a more narrow definition to those words,
‘probabilistic revolution’, taking off from an idea of Kuhn’s about
‘asecond scientific revolution’ early in the nineteenth century.!! The
emergence of probability, however, was a change more fundamental
than any revolution. A new thinking cap.

On breaks and continuity

Since 1975 a number of scholars have argued that there was no sharp
break in probability ideas, or that if there was, it was just an instance
of increasing mathematical sophistication. Anyone who works with
sharp transitions in systems of thought must also emphasise that
they exist within myriad larger continuities, I did not do so in 1975,

10 Biopower is however discussed in my ‘Biopower and the avalanche of printed
numbers’, Culture and History (1983), 279-295.

11 Tan Hacking, ‘Was there a probabilistic revolution 1800-19307' The Probabilistic
Revolution 1, 45-55. The reference is to T. S. Kuhn, “The function of measurement
in modern physical science’, originally published in Isis in 1961, reprinted in The
Essential Tension, Chicago, 1977. On p. 220 he says that a certain dramatic change
‘makes me call the mathematization of Baconian sciences a second scientific rev-
olution.’ It is always to be remembered that the (first) scientific revolution and
this second one are not revolutions that have Kuhn'’s structure, or about which he
wrote in his famous book.



The Emergence of Probability

so I should do so now. I once found an original oil painting of a
notable Elizabethan courtier in my college brewhouse, and was able
to hang him on my wall. I looked him up and found that he had
served as a senior civil servant in a succession of turbulent and
contradictory reigns, now catholic, now not, each given to executing
its predecessors. ‘How could he do this?’, I asked a conservative
young historian. ‘How could human society survive without such
men?’, he replied. A parable: there have to be continuities or else
everything will fall apart.

Hence I gladly place my analysis, asserting a sharp cut between
two modes of thinking, alongside other analyses that emphasise con-
tinuities. My favoured alternative model is that of Alistair Crombie,
in part because his account of probability falls under an over-
arching vision of ‘the history of argument and explanation’ in the
traditions of the European sciences.!> He proposed six ‘styles of
scientific thinking’, the fifth of which he labelled the ‘method of sta-
tistical analysis and the calculation of probabilities.”’* His story of
probable reasoning begins with the atomism of Democritus and in
Greek medical theory, and leads rather rapidly to Laplace at the
beginning of the nineteenth century. This was not Crombie’s field of
expertise, and his presentation is less assured than it is for some of
his other styles of European thinking. I do want to register sympathy
with his continualist, evolutionary, approach to the development of
scientific rationality, which includes probability.

I first became acquainted with Crombie’s programme from his
contribution to the 1978 Pisa conference mentioned in note 4. It
took many years for it to come to fruition in his three-volume
masterwork. But it immediately took hold in my mind, and led
to a piece called ‘Language, truth and reason’ (in conscious imi-
tation of the title of A. J. Ayer’s 1936 manifesto for logical posi-
tivism, Language, Truth and Logic).1* The application of the idea to

12 A. C. Crombie, Styles of Scientific Thinking in the European Tradition. The history
of argument and explanation especially in the mathematical and biomedical sciences
and arts, 3 vols., London: Duckworth, 1994.

13 Presented as Part VI, ibid., vol. 2, pp. 1293-1443, plus notes on the material,
pp. 1516-1544. Together with the bibliographic citations to be found in volume 3,
there are many more pages on probability within these three volumes than are
found in Emergence.

14 ‘Language, truth and reason’, Rationality and Relativism, M. Hollis and S. Lukes
(eds.), Oxford: Blackwell, 1982, 48-66. The idea is elaborated in ‘““Style” for
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probable reasoning was developed in ‘Statistical language, statistical
truth and statistical reason’.!>

Crombie had the lovely idea that his programme might further
evolve into a ‘comparative historical anthropology of thought’.16
In contrast I turned his ideas into philosophy, although one might
hold that my version of his project is a philosophical anthropology,
almost in the sense of Kant’s Anthropology from a Practical Point
of View. I have continued to think about styles of scientific thinking,
and hope to be able to finish working out these ideas in the fairly
near future.

On precursors

Crombie usefully emphasised that one can find many of the prac-
tices, that have been used to define ‘the’ scientific revolution, in
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The majority of scholars dis-
agree, and maintain that it is not just more that makes the difference
between the high middle ages and the early modern period. It is the
entire consilience of ideas, the seamless hanging together, that tells
us that something wholly new is underfoot. Sometimes one can find
almost the same sentence, in an earlier epoch, as one that is common
in a later way of thinking: a precursor indeed! But here we recall
Borges’ wonderful parable of Pierre Menard, who so studied every
nuance of Cervantes that he ended by writing a new book hundreds
of years after Don Quixote was first published — a book whose sen-
tences were identical. Despite the words being the same, so much
had happened that the meaning was different.!’

That is not my story, but it is true that we sometimes find in earlier
times this or that thread, from a fabric of probability ideas that
became close-knit after 1660. It may even have been scrupulously
stated and elegantly developed. But it will not have meant what it

Historians and Philosophers’, Studies in History and Philosophy of Science 23
(1992): 1-20. Both are reprinted in my Historical Ontology (Harvard, 2002).

15 «Statistical language, statistical truth and statistical reason: The self-authentication
of a style of reasoning’, in Social Dimensions of Science, E. McMullin (ed.), Notre
Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 130-157.

16 A. C. Crombie, ‘Designed in the mind: Western Visions of Science, Nature and
Humankind’, History of Science 24 (1988): 1-12, on p. 2. The idea is repeated
several times in the Historiographic Introduction to the 1994 Styles.

17 «Pjerre Menard, Author of Don Quixote’, in J. L. Borges, Ficciones, San Francisco:
Grove Press, 1962, 45-55 (original Spanish of 1939).
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did when it was later knotted together with all the other threads.
There is a lovely painting of about 1535 by Danilo Dossi of Fortuna
(sitting on a bubble) and Chance, holding a wad of lottery tickets,
presumably from Venice, which had recently introduced a lottery to
raise money.'® Some art historians speculate that Dossi thought that
life itself is a lottery. A thoroughly modern thought, if Dossi and not
the scholars had it! But it need not entail our later sensibility of a
chancy life.

Pictures from the past are powerful tools, but beware! The paint-
ing chosen for the present cover of Taming is an embarrassing exam-
ple of blind anachronism. For the first printing of the book I chose
a Myriorama = ‘myriad panoramas’. This was a set of 24 beautifully
coloured narrow rectangular cards. Laid side by side in any random
order they produce a delightful picture of an Italian landscape. The
advertising for these cards boasted that they thereby produce an
impossibly large number of panoramas — namely 24! of them, which
when written out runs to 21 digits. These lovely scenes were formed
out of only two dozen small cards, but placed end to end in all possi-
ble order, they would circle the Earth a great many times. The actual
numbers of combinations and of miles were part of the sales pitch.
Myrioramas were on sale in the 1830s, at the peak of the avalanche
of printed numbers. They were a marvellous way for the English
middle classes and their children to experience the effects of chance
and large numbers.

The cover, when Taming was printed in 1990, used only a
monochrome photograph of these cards which in real life are vivid
even today. Someone at Cambridge University Press decided to
go for something more colourful. I was not consulted, and when I
protestedit was too late to stop the presses. So The Taming of Chance
now has on its cover a beautiful painting by Georges de La Tour
(1593-1652) or his school, which hangs in the Preston Gallery of
Stockton-on-Tees in the British midlands: The Dice Players. Experts
date it, on the basis of the clothing worn, at about 1650. Although
it is a fine cover for an arbitrary book about gambling, it has abso-
lutely nothing to do with the taming of chance, and everything to
do with the emergence of probability. In one of his overpowering

18 The Allegory of Fortune in the J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, reproduced
on the cover of my Introduction to Probability and Inductive Logic, Cambridge,
2001.
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passages that relies on painting, Michel Foucault used de La Tour,
along with Racine’s play Andromaque (first produced in 1667), as
the epitome of the new episteme that emerged in that time."” The
Dice Players is itself a work of some mystery, for it is not at all clear
what is happening. Two soldiers are at a dice table, watched by two
young women and a man smoking a pipe. Around 1633 de La Tour
had painted another work that hangs in the Louvre beside the one
singled out by Foucault. It is called La tricheuse, or in English The
card-sharp. Cheating at a game of cards is exposed. Some scholars
suggest that Dice Players is also about cheating,

Beware of sentences out of context, even more than of pictures.
There are ancient thoughts that we can read as the sceptical worry
about the future, which we now call the problem of induction. And
there is what is for me the most tantalizing sentence of long ago,
quoted on page 7 here, from an Indian epic which is sometimes
claimed to be the oldest preserved tale in all of human history. There
are now better editions of that text than I could use in 1975 - there
is even a five-hour DVD of a production at the National Theatre
with screenplay by Peter Brook. But none explain how, even if this
passage is a late interpolation, there could have been such a grasp
of the connection between dicing and estimating the size of a pop-
ulation from a sample. The passage seems clear enough, but there
is some history that we need to know in order to understand how
those sentences were possible at all.

Why is that snatch of poetry so striking? Because an ancient text
seems to put together two seemingly disparate ideas in ways that
require a rather deep understanding of probability. Only in 1660
and soon afterwards did many previously unrelated or non-existent
ideas hang together as if they were one — and as they have remained.
Probability, as we know it, emerged then, and not before.

Physic and law

Unfortunately I did not sufficiently describe the practices of, for
example, lawyers and medical men during the preceding century.
Following Foucault, in chapters 3-5 I too much emphasised the more

19 Michel Foucault, Folie et Déraison. Histoire de la folie d I'ige classique, Paris: Plon,
1961, in chapter 11. In chapter 4 of the English abridgement published in 1965 as
Madness and Civilization.
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arcane world of similitudes, and hence made my claim to a radical
transition in thought all too easy. For example, I did not sufficiently
develop the ways in which renaissance jurists thought about evi-
dence, and in which physicians made diagnoses. Fortunately there
is now a great deal of recent scholarship to which one can turn, such
as Ian Maclean’s expert and extensive analysis of renaissance texts,
both manuscript and printed.?

James Franklin has recently provided a useful survey of legal,
medical, moral and commercial reasoning for every culture on which
he could obtain information.?! It is about the ways in which reflec-
tive experts in every civilization, before the time of Pascal, have
judged, criticised and improved on inconclusive reasons and non-
demonstrative arguments. I should draw attention to one risk that
is run by a multicultural parade such as this, a risk that is never
run by the student of a specific place, time and social class, such as
is Jan Maclean. The generalist tends to present ideas from diverse
backgrounds as having similar aims, all of which are tending towards
probable reasoning as we know it. Indeed Franklin compares the sit-
uation to number theory, which had a very slow evolution towards
arithmetic and then was allied with geometry in the thrust towards
our mathematics. I suspect that logical and mathematical reasoning
are in fact very different, in respect of inevitability, from probable
reasoning.

Why? It is a popular and indeed plausible conjecture among cog-
nitive scientists that the stability and inevitability of number theory
result from innate cognitive structures in the human brain. These
are among the facts about arithmetical structures that can be dis-
covered, within our genetic envelope. Evolutionary psychologists
propose various just-so stories about the development of capacities
for successful prediction and for danger avoidance, but no one has
proposed that there are any deeper structures in the mind to govern
inductive reasoning. Amos Tversky argued that his experimental

20 Jan Maclean, Logic, Signs and Nature in the Renaissance: The Case of Learned
Medicine, Cambridge, 2002. Interpretation and Meaning in the Renaissance: The
Case of Law, Cambridge, 1992.

21 James Franklin, The Science of Conjecture: Evidence and Probability before Pascal,
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 2001. But see Maclean’s guarded review of this book,
Metascience 11 (2002): 345-347. For my own kinder account, see Isis 95 (2004):
460-464.
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results show that innately we make bad inductive judgements. If
there is not stuff in the brain to stabilise inductive reasoning, the
way there may be stuff to stabilise number-theoretic thought, then
the history of confirmation theory may be far closer to the history
of cultural products than Franklin would like. I do not say it is so,
for these are issues that we have only begun to probe, and which
may not be clarified for another fifty years.

Sins of omission

There were inevitably some points about which I was absolutely
wrong. For example, on page 118 there is a discussion of an impor-
tant memoir on annuities by Jan de Witt. Various persons, including
Leibniz and Jacques Bernoulli, tried to find it, and I imply that the
piece was irretrievably lost. In fact it is well preserved, and was
widely circulated, even if it passed the great men by. This has long
been well known to Dutch scholars.?? It is a lesson that in such mat-
ters one needs to read more of the lesser bureaucrats, a maxim that
I honoured more in preaching it than in practising it.

The first assault on my doctrine of ‘original probability’ is the
one that I still admire most. It came from Chicago, from Daniel
Garber, who has become an eminent historian of seventeenth-
century thought, and Sandy Zabell, now a distinguished statistician
for whom history is a delight.”> Anyone interested in pre-Pascalian
probable reasoning must read this paper. I continue to regard the
important texts they adduce as a body of practices that did not
imply our network of probability ideas, even if this inchoate family
of thoughts can with hindsight be read in terms of our modern ways
of thinking.

A second challenge came from Ivo Schneider, an important
historian of mathematics, and especially of probability. Schneider
was a colleague in Bielefeld, but sceptical of my more radical pro-
posals, as befits someone so well versed in the internal history of

2 Jaap van Brakel, ‘Some remarks on the prehistory of the concept of statisti-
cal probability’, Archive for the History of Exact Science, 16 (1976) 119-136, on
p. 131.

23 Daniel Garber and Sandy Zabell, ‘On the emergence of probability’, Archive for
the History of Exact Science 21 (1979): 33-53.
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mathematics.* Schneider agreed that the concept of probability
was not applied to games of chance before the seventeenth century,
but argued that there was a sustained concept of probability going
back to Aristotle and to the noted sceptic, Carneades. I am wholly
unqualified as a reader of ancient philosophy, and so have to call
in experts. In this case it was cheering, just as I read Schneider’s
paper, to discover that Myles Burnyeat (who has become one of the
great classical scholars of our time), was then circulating a paper that
argued precisely that Carneades was no probabalist.> He did seem
to me to show that the ancient conceptions of probability, scepticism
and induction can in no way be regarded as anticipations of Hume —
to whom we must now turn.

Induction

Emergence ends with an account of how ‘Hume became possible’ -
my one quotation from Michel Foucault, on page 183. It took for
granted the received view that the sceptical problem of induction
dates from David Hume'’s Treatise, 1739. I distinguished the analytic
problem of induction, of providing an analysis of inductive infer-
ences, from the sceptical problem, which asks whether any induc-
tive inference is ever justified. Jacques Bernoulli’s Ars conjectandi, a
generation before Hume, is a marvellous analysis of inductive infer-
ences, without a whisper of scepticism. Every peasant-farmer, as
Bernoulli said, knows how to draw such inferences. There is only
the question of how to measure their reliability (see chapter 16).
What began with Hume was mductlon as a problem of philosoph-
ical scepticism, not of agricultural inference. Conversely, the rigor-
ous theory of estimation and statistical tests that we owe to R. A.
Fisher was worked out for the Rothamstead station for agricultural
experiments, and has nothing to do with philosophical scepticism.
Hume did not call his problem ‘induction’. He certainly did not
think of what he did, in the gloriously entertaining way that we owe
to chapter 6 of Bertrand Russell’s 1911 Problems of Philosophy.
(‘The man who has fed the chicken every day throughout its life at
last wrings its neck instead, showing that more refined views as to

% Ivo Schnieder, ‘Why do we find the origin of a calculus of probabilities in the
seventeenth century’, in Hintikka et al., op. cit. note 4, 3-24.
25 Myles Burnyeat, ‘Carneades was no probabalist’.
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the uniformity of nature would have been useful to the chicken.’)
Of course there are varying opinions about what the problem of
induction is. One of my favourite statements of one question about
induction is due to John Stuart Mill:

Why is a single instance, in some cases, sufficient for a complete induction,
while in others, myriads of concurring instances, without a single exception
known or presumed, go such a very little way towards establishing an uni-
versal proposition? Whoever can answer this question knows more of the
philosophy of logic than the wisest of the ancients, and has solved the great
problem of induction.?6

By a complete induction Mill means the inference to a universal
generalization, in his example, all ravens are black. Hume focussed
more on inference to the future. I hear the footsteps on the stairs
and the knock, and expect it to be the postman. I expect my slice of
toast at tomorrow’s breakfast to nourish me. We have long treated
inference to particulars and inference to universals as two sides of
the same coin, but this may be a post-Humeian take on his problem.
I did not fully address what Hume himself thought his problem
was. That is perhaps a defect, but it would have been a chapter
to follow the final chapter, part of a work on eighteenth-century
probability ideas. Probability had fully emerged when Hume wrote.
Indeed he had read De Moivre’s thorough textbook of 1718.%7 1
should not have mentioned Hume at all, except that the passage
from Berkeley’s theory of signs to Hume is a wonderful closure to
chapter 5, on signs. But I did end with a chapter on induction, and
so must reflect on critics who argue that the problem of induction
does not begin with Hume.

Mill speaks of the wisest of the ancients, as if the ancients had
the problem of induction. If so, then an ancient Hume was possible,
and my account of what made Hume possible has to be wrong. I
have already mentioned Ivo Schneider on this score, and called in
Myles Burnyeat as a counter-witness. In a different type of criticism,

26 John Stuart Mill, A System of Logic, Deductive and Inductive, London: Longman,
1843, Book III, ch. iii, §3.

27 1 do discuss his fascinating ideas about probability in ‘Hume’s species of probabil-
ity’, Philosophical Studies 33 (1978): 21-38. 1 do not hold that every philosophical
issue connected with induction comes after Hume: see my ‘Goodman’s new riddle
is pre-Humian’, Revue internationale de philosophie 46 (1993): 229-243.
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Larry Laudan argued that there are two problems of induction.?
Induction to universal generalizations, the sort mentioned by Mill,
is ‘Plebeian’. ‘Aristocratic’ induction is inference to theories on the
basis of confirming instances. Laudan finds a problem of Aristocratic
induction before Hume, indeed before the seventeenth century. He
thinks that Hume may have given us the utterly tedious problem
of Plebeian induction.? Here I would like to repeat my distinction
between the sceptical and analytic questions about induction, and
suggest that Laudan was discussing attempts to analyse what we
now call inductive inferences, and not attending to something that
I claim is entirely new, the sceptical problem.

Robert Brown put matters even more strongly than Laudan did.
After saying Laudan is right, he adds that his ‘distinction between
Plebeian and Aristocratic induction is otiose’ because all my theses
can be disproved without it. Indeed, ‘from Avicenna to Nicholaus
of Autrecourt the problem of inductive scepticism was stated in
terms of plebeian examples — in terms, that is, of universal gen-
eralizations and their positive instances such as fire burning and
bread nourishing.3® Now Nicholas (as his name is usually spelled
in secondary sources) was a major figure at the Sorbonne during
the 1330s. His doctrines were condemned by the Pope at Avignon,
after a trial that endured from 1340 to 1346. His writings were,
it appears, burned in the meadow beside St Germain in Paris. I
once lit a candle there in honour of this worthy scholar. He cer-
tainly had anti-Aristotelian views deemed dangerous, and thus is
an attractive candidate as precursor of modern philosophy. Indeed
he was singled out as ‘a mediacval Hume’ as long ago as 1907.3!

2 Larry Laudan, ‘Ex-Huming Hacking’, Erkenntmis 13 (1978): 417-435. For a less
abrasive version, ‘Hume (and Hacking) on induction’, Science and Hypothesis:
Historical Essays on Scientific Methodology, Dordrecht: Reidel, 1981, 72-85.

29 V. N. Kostiouk stated a similar view, and held that the problem of justification of
non-mathematical knowledge ‘was lent a paradoxical character by Hume himself
which is not very essential’. ‘Probability and the problem of induction’, in Hin-
tikka et al., note 4, 3340, on p. 35. I sympathise with the thought that Hume’s
paradoxical problem is not essential. It is nevertheless a necessary byproduct of
our system of thought.

30 Robert Brown, ‘History versus Hacking on probability’, History of European Ideas
8: (1987), 655673, on p. 671.

A Hastings Rashdall, ‘Nicholas de Ultricuria, a Medieval Hume’, Proceedings of the
Aristotelian Society N.S. 8 (1907), 1-27.
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Once again my ignorance forces me to turn to experts, who seem to
confirm my own untutored reading of the texts quoted by Brown.
‘Autrecourt’s scepticism is reserved for rationalist claims about the
truth of our commitments to causality and substance, concepts for
which we have no empirical proof.’* That is not Hume’s sceptical
problem, even if Hume’s worries about causation were hinted at by
Nicholas.

The modern fact

Iclaimed that Hume became possible through a series of events con-
nected with the concept of the sign. Imuch admire a new account due
to Mary Poovey.® I wrote of a new kind of evidence, the evidence
of singular facts adduced for singular predictions. Poovey drives
back, as I did not do, to the notion of a fact itself. She does not call
her work archaeology; instead she says she is doing the ‘historical
epistemology’ practised by Lorraine Daston and her collaborators
in Berlin.3* The idea is to understand the forgotten formation and
evolution of core ideas that run through our notions of knowledge

32 Thijssen, Hans, ‘Nicholas of Autrecourt’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philos-
ophy (Winter 2001 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), §3. As for Brown on ‘from
Avicenna to Nicholaus’, on p. 661, Brown quotes Al-Ghazali (1058-1111) criticiz-
ing Avicenna. Like Nicholas so much later, the Persian philosopher does reject the
doctrine attributed to Aristotelians, that causal relations are logically necessary.
Ever so many people have done that (including Aristotle himself, maybe) without
thereby being Humeian. Interestingly Al-Ghazali, as quoted, is concerned either
with retrodiction to the past by inference to the best explanation, or with searching
for a means to achieve an end. ‘The satisfaction of thirst does not imply drinking,
nor satiety eating’. After all, God could quench my thirst without me drinking, and
make my stomach feel full without my eating. According to Renan, back in 1852
(as quoted by Brown), Al-Ghazali does indeed say that ‘observation proves only
a simultaneity, not a causation, and in reality, there is no other cause but God’. A
marvellous system of thought is shown in action here, but it is hardly Hume on
causation or induction.

Mary Poovey, A History of the Modern Fact: Problems of Knowledge in the Sciences
of Wealth and Society, Chicago, 1997.

At the Max-Planck-Institute for the History of Science, which was envisioned
and brought into being by Lorenz Kriiger, the leader of the Bielefeld probability
group, although he did not live to be its first director. For my own relation to
historical epistemology, see my ‘Historical meta-epistemology’, in Wahrheit und
Geschichte: Ein Kolloquium zu Ehren des 60. Geburtstages vom Lorenz Kriiger,
Wolfgang Karl and Lorraine Daston (eds.), Vandhoek & Ruprecht: Gottingen,
1999, 53-77. Further thoughts see Historical Ontology, pp. 8-11.
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and argument: truth, objectivity, evidence, information, probability,
proof, experience, experiment, wonder, curiosity, ignorance, clas-
sification. These are ideas with which we organise our reasoning.
The way they work, so goes one hypothesis, reflects their forgotten
histories.

The modern fact? I am a fact-lover. A lot of people out there
don’t care for fact-lovers. Henry James: ‘The fatal futility of fact’
(The Spoils of Poynton). W. S. Gilbert: ‘Her taste exact/ for fault-
less fact/ amounts to a disease’ (The Mikado). Oscar Wilde: ‘The
Doctor said that Death was but/ a scientific fact’ (The Ballad of
Reading Jail). Sherlock Holmes: ‘When a fact appears opposed to a
long train of deductions it invariably proves to be capable of bear-
ing some other interpretation’ (A Study in Scarlet). We fact-lovers
can’t resist listing a few facts, and there I have just done it, citing
almost every memorable prose writer from the not-so-gay nineties
(the 1890s), in order to show that disillusion with facts is not new.
What is important about Poovey’s book is that it makes even a fact-
lover realise that the very concept of a fact should not be taken for
granted.

My quotations well express the abiding helplessness that per-
vaded the end of the Victorian era, which was exactly the time that
Peirce was able to see how we live in a universe of chance. There is
the feeling of futility, the sense that facts do not, in the end, solve
problems. Poovey makes us see that the facts, the panacea of an
earlier epoch of Victorian life, the joys of the Gradgrinds so hated
by Dickens, are themselves a contingent concept with a history. She
urges that ‘the modern fact’ has a beginning, in, among other places,
double-entry book-keeping. She begins with accounting manuals
intended for English merchants, and ends with vast numerical fact-
collections sponsored by the fledgling London Statistical Society at
the time of the avalanche of printed numbers around 1830.

So what is the modern fact? Poovey means the tiny particle of
information, the capsule, the nugget, and such metaphors as come
to mind, something compact, robust, down to earth, neutral, bite-
sized, byte-sized, the very opposite of theory, conjecture, hypothesis,
generalization. The nearest fact-lovers get to rhapsody is when they
wax ironical; to quote another Victorian sage, Thomas Huxley: ‘the
great tragedy of Science - the slaying of a beautiful hypothesis by
an ugly fact.’ Facts are ugly ducklings, ungainly, unordered, ‘brute
facts’.
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But then they are supposed to speak, if only we get enough of
them. And there we have the germ of a problem. Facts are these
ugly dry little items. Why should they be so valued? Why, when
it became clear a century ago that the accumulation of facts was
not going to get empires or democracies out of their predicaments,
should people have been so disillusioned by facts? Other authors
have shown how the particulate fact was essential to the new sciences
of the seventeenth century, essential for creating a rhetoric of trust
and belief, and at the same time creating an elite society of self-
professed equals. Poovey moves to where trust matters even more,
in the keeping of accounts, and argues for an essential facticity for
the new modes of commerce.

That leads on to a second question. Facts were supposed to speak
for general themes and right-minded conclusions. How could any-
thing so particular, no matter how well marshalled, support anything
of general interest? That is exactly, says Poovey, what occurred to
David Hume around 1739 when he formulated his problem of induc-
tion, a bone at which philosophers have been gnawing ever since.
All we experience is particular bits of information, all in the present
or the past. Yet that is our sole basis for expectations about the
future, or for general knowledge. How can that possibly be? Hume,
according to Poovey, was so struck by his problem that he quit phi-
losophizing and moved into other types of knowledge production,
such as mandarin essay-writing (the literary genre of his day), and
the compilation of his great History of England. But, Poovey argues,
his problem would never have come into being, if he did not dwellin
a world committed to the particular fact as the final arbiter of com-
merce and science. Even more surprisingly, she argues that the great
statistical data-gathering enterprises, inaugurated all over Europe
and its possessions at the start of the nineteenth century, were in
part a technology for evading questions about induction in passing
from facts to statesmanship. Now there is a view more tantalizing
than any to be found in The Emergence of Probability.

The duality of probability and the problem
of induction, one last time

Where are probability and induction today? Two different things
seem to have evolved. One is the theory of consistent beliefs which
FE P. Ramsey was the first to envisage in its depth, in 1930. That
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is now called ‘Bayesian’, although in my opinion it has little to do
with Thomas Bayes. The other is the application of the theory of
stable relative frequencies to real-world prediction. Applicability
outside of artificial gambling devices depends largely on changing
the world. We have been doing so ever since R. A. Fisher taught us
how to design randomised experiments also around 1930. That is,
we alter aspects of the world that concern us so that they resemble,
as much as possible, artificial randomisers like dice. We have not
made peace with what appears to be the upshot here, namely two
distinct modes of inference. I very much doubt that we ever will.

Look no further than the vexed debate between clinical medicine
and so-called evidence-based medicine. (There’s a name chosen for
rhetorical purposes if ever there was one!) Evidence-based medicine
means frequencies and randomised trials; clinical medicine means
the formation of coherent degrees of belief. The same old duality.

Evidence-based medicine will win out, but not because of good
(inductive) reason. It is the successes of increasingly expensive med-
ical technology and pharmacology, combined with the exigencies of
national health insurance. It is a lot cheaper to base medicine on
large-scale statistical regularities than to attend to the clinical details
of each case. This is a situation similar to that studied so elegantly
by Theodore Porter, namely the way that trust in numbers is a con-
sequence not of mathematics but of the drive towards democratic
government.’

Passing from the struggles of finance to the solitudes of philos-
ophy, it is instructive that each kind of probability has evolved its
own way, not to solve the problem of induction, but to evade it. The
degree of belief evasion uses the idea of learning from experience
by exploiting Bayes’s rule. The frequency-type evasion deploys the
idea of inductive behaviour. From a purely logical point of view
both evasions are defective. They are grounded less in logic than
in a moral sensibility. The degree of belief evasion demands that
one should be true to one’s former self. The frequency-type evasion
relies, as C. S. Peirce understood, on the cardinal virtues of Faith,
Hope, and Charity 3¢

35 T. E. Porter, Trust in Numbers: The Pursuit of Objectivity in Science and Public
Life, Princeton 1995.

3 This is explained in the last two chapters of my textbook, An Introduction to
Probability and Inductive Logic, Cambridge, 2001.
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Neither the two evasions nor their implicit invocations of moral-
ity would have been needed without the modern fact, as described
by Poovey, or its companion, the new kind of evidence discussed
in chapter 5. Without them, we might have gone on, as Jacques
Bernoulli put it, ‘like any farmer’, inferring the future from the past
without ever being flummoxed by a sceptical problem of induction.

Paris, 2 January 2006






1
AN ABSENT FAMILY OF IDEAS

In 1865 Isaac Todhunter published A History of the Mathematical
Theory of Probability from the Time of Pascal to that of Laplace. It
remains an authoritative survey of nearly all work between 1654
and 1812. Its title is exactly right. There was hardly any history to
record before Pascal, while after Laplace probability was so well
understood that a page-by-page account of published work on the
subject became almost impossible. Just six of the 618 pages of text
in Todhunter’s book discuss Pascal’s predecessors. Subsequent
scholarship can do better but even now we can light on only a few
earlier memoranda and unpublished notes. Yet in ‘the time of
Pascal’ all manner of citizens recognized the emergent idea of
probability. A philosophical history must not only record what
happened around 1660, but must also speculate on how such a
fundamental concept as probability could emerge so suddenly.

Probability has two aspects. It is connected with the degree of
belief warranted by evidence, and it is connected with the tendency,
displayed by some chance devices, to produce stable relative
frequencies. Neither of these aspects was self-consciously and
deliberately apprehended by any substantial body of thinkers
before the time of Pascal. There have been several tentative
explanations of this fact. I shall describe them briefly here, but we
shall see that none of them is at all satisfactory.

First let us run through some quite well known facts and
conjectures about the prehistory of randomness. Since gambling is
ancient and possibly primeval we expect early ideas of probability.
In her engaging book on the history of this subject, F. N. David
[1962] speculates that gambling may be a first invention of human
society. Her clue to this is the talus. This most common randomizer
of ancient times, is a predecessor of the die: the astragalus or talus is
the ‘knucklebone’ or heel bone of a running animal. In creatures

1
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such as deer, horse, oxen, sheep and hartebeeste this bone is so
formed that when it is thrown to land on a level surface it can come
to rest in only four ways. Well polished and often engraved
examples are regularly found on the sites of ancient Egypt. Tomb
illustrations and scoring boards make it virtually certain that these
were used for gaming.

Similar sheep-like tali begin to occur on Sumerian and Assyrian
sites. Well polished, oft-used knucklebones are found even in
Paleolithic dwellings. But, unlike the Sumerian sheep bones, these
are misleading. A casual glance at a photograph makes them seem
just like Egyptian tali, but in real life they are enormous, the heel
bones of oxen or larger beasts. The more slender part of these large
bones is an unmistakeable handle, and the blunt end a natural
hammer head. We have no need to imagine these are the mighty
dice of debauched and giant cavemen. They are tools. We have no
evidence of possible gambling devices before the Sumerian and
Assyrian sites, and no proof before Egypt. That is old enough.

It seems to follow that empirical frequencies and averages should
be as old as the rolling of such ancient bones. Nor were tali the only
randomizers. Deciding by lot is familiar from the Talmud, from
which A. M. Hasofer [1967] has recently dug a little probability
arithmetic. Nor can we suppose that gambling was the invention of a
single people who passed it on to their cultural heirs. In one of the
very first books of probability theory, Pierre Rémond de Montmort
[1708, p. xii] works out the probability laws of some pastimes that
Jesuit missionaries found current among seventeenth century
Huron. And so on: it is hard to find a place where people use no
randomizers. Yet theories of frequency, betting, randomness and
probability appear only recently. No one knows why. We can
canvass a few of the proposed answers.

First, it has been urged that an obsession with determinism
precluded any thought about randomness. But this is doubly
absurd. It is absurd because it is anachronistic: the model for
determinism that it invokes is the recent one that became dominant
in the seventeenth century, and it makes no attempt to understand
earlier concepts of freedom and the rule of natural law. This first
absurdity points at once to the second one. Europe began to
understand concepts of randomness, probability, chance and expec-
tation precisely at that point in its history when theological views of
divine foreknowledge were being reinforced by the amazing success
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of mechanistic models. A good many different kinds of determinism
have appeared in various ages and cultures. Most of us think only of
the mechanistic attitude to causation that first came into beingin the
seventeenth century. Far from this ‘mechanical’ determinism pre-
cluding an investigation of chance, it was its accompaniment. A
paradoxical but better conjecture would be that this specific mode
of determinism is essential to the formation of concepts of chance
and probability. We cannot appeal to some ancient deterministic
fetish to explain lack of probability: we would do better to explain
lack of probability by lack of such a fetish.

Second, and perhaps more satisfactory, is a shift of focus from
determinism of our modern kind back to a notion of gods settling
what will happen. Cutting up fowl to predict the future is, if done
honestly and with as little interpretation as possible, a kind of
randomization. But chicken guts are hard to read and invite flights
of fancy or corruption. We know that the Israelites, ever sceptical of
their conniving priests, preferred the lot whose meaning is open for
all to read. Lotteries and dice make a good way of consulting gods
directly. But then (so it has been argued) it would be naughty or
even impious to try to compute what the gods will say. The role of
dicing in divination might preclude critical investigation of the laws
of randomness.

This explanation will not do. There were plenty of impious people
gambling like mad. Marcus Aurelius was so obsessed with throwing
dice to pass the time that he was regularly accompanied by his
personal croupier. Less reputable gentlemen are also well
documented. Someone with only the most modest knowledge of
probability mathematics could have won himself the whole of Gaul
in a week. The fact that some people were pious and others
superstitious, far from preventing the opportunists of an opulent
empire discovering some elementary arithmetic of dice, is a positive
incentive.

Next it has been suggested that in order to conceive of probability
laws we need some easily understood empirical examples. Even
today the best of probability textbooks instill mathematical intui-
tions by example rather than precept. The first examples always
employ what Jerzy Neyman [1950, p. 15] called a Fundamental
Probability Set of equally probable alternatives. Only after the
student grasps this idea does he progress to sets whose alternatives
are not equiprobable. So it is suggested that in ancient times
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equiprobable sets had not been noticed. In particular, tali do not
provide us with a set of four equal chances. Moreover, the distribu-
tion of chances varies from talus to talus according to the distribu-
tion of mass in the heelbone. Subsequent dice may also have been
imperfect. There did not exist an F.P.S. to give us the idea of
probability.

This explanation is defective in point of fact. Dice of ivory and
other uniform materials were made long ago. The dice in the
cabinets of the Cairo Museum of Antiquities, which the guards
kindly allowed me to roll for a long afternoon, appear to be
exquisitely well balanced. Indeed a couple of rather irregular
looking ones were so well balanced as to suggest that they had been
filed off at this or that corner just to make them equiprobable. There
were plenty of stochastically sound Fundamental Probability Sets to
be had in ancient times.

Next, there is the economic theory, for which some evidence is
presented by L. E. Maistrov [1974]. The basic doctrine is that a
science develops to answer economic needs. It would be glib to
protest that those wretched gamblers of times gone by had plenty of
economic needs but did not invent a calculus. For the economic
needs referred to are not those of whimsical overlords but the
means of production and the organization of the state. An undog-
matic version of this doctrine must be right. There are two ways in
which a science develops: in response to problems which it itself
creates, and in response to problems that are forced on it from the
outside. Only very recently has probability theory been hardy
enough to create its own problems and generate its own program-
mes of research. The stimulus used to come from other disciplines.
In the seventeenth century insurance and annuities were a focus of
attention. In the eighteenth, a theory of measurement was needed,
chiefly but not solely for astronomy. In the latter part of the
nineteenth century analysis of biological data demanded a
mathematics that created ‘biometrics’. Statistical mechanics re-
quired a deeper analysis of probability concepts. The needs of
agricultural and medical experiments produced the bulk of the
really great statistical theory in Western Europe in the early part of
the twentieth century, while a quite different sort of problem led to
the new Russian theories on measure-theoretic foundations of
probability. Each of these needs, with the possible exception of the
theory of astronomical measurement whose culmination is Laplace
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and Gauss (no mere anomaly!) can, it is clear, be cast as an
economic need. So an economic history of probability will fare quite
well. It cheerfully cites Huygens, De Moivre, Gauss, Galton, K.
Pearson, Fisher, A. Markov, Von Mises, Kolmogorov, Neyman,
Wald and Savage as workers whose problem-situation originates in
the means of production of society.

Despite the superficial success of such a selective story, I do not
believe that any economic theory about the origin of probability can
carry conviction. It is true that we first find European calculations
on chances in work like that of Pacioli [1494], a book famous as the
origin of double-entry book-keeping. But what is notable is not that
problems on chance occur in early works of arithmetic chiefly aimed
at the new commerce, but that these books were quite unable to
solve the problems. No one could solve them until about 1660, and
then everyone could. Or to take annuities, it is true that they were
used to finance the Netherlands, and that at a time when Holland
was the asylum of Europe, annuity mathematics was invented by
politically influential students of Descartes. But it was not this
method of finance that made probability possible. We know from
reading the third century Roman jurist Ullpian that, like Holland,
his state also derived cash by selling annuities [cf. Greenwood
1940]. Ullpian’s annuities, although not based on any explicit
actuarial or probabilistic reasoning, were well and perhaps even
cunningly devised to serve the needs of the state and not its citizens.
The Dutch, in contrast, calculated their annuities so badly that the
towns were regularly losing money. In England, Isaac Newton
himself could allow his imprimatur to appear on a book by Mabbut
[1686] that did not allow for the age of annuitants in computing
their annual returns. This ignorant practice continued for over a
century, despite the fact that the mathematicians constantly in-
veighed against it. In short, some skill at getting sensible annuities
was common fifteen centuries ago and there was no theory, yet our
greatest mathematician, who had substantial understanding of
probability and whose contemporaries invented it, allowed non-
actuarial annuity rates. Economic need does not, in this case, seem
well correlated with growth of understanding; nor does growth of
understanding seem well correlated with satisfaction of economic
needs.

The economic account of the genesis of probability is external: it
says that understanding is in response to a problem, usually an
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economic one. There is an alternative story which is internal.
Mathematics, it is suggested, was not sufficiently rich in ideas to
generate a probability calculus. Once probability did get going this
opinion is right. Probability mathematics becomes serious just when
limit theorems became possible; it could not be deeply serious
before then. Yet the concept of probability does not appear to
require limit theorems and a profiteer can do well without knowing
anything much besides fairly simple arithmetic. Why did the
arithmetic occur to no one? The ingenuous answer is that there was
no arithmetic.

Even today some arithmetical juggling is needed for a beginner to
get the feel of probabilistic calculations. The calculations use
numbers. If a man has 37 matches in the box in his left pocket and 21
in the box in his right pocket and grabs either box at random, what is
the probability that he gets to a point where he has one match in
each pocket? These are calculations with numbers; when you can do
them, you know quite a lot about probability. Now these calcula-
tions require some facility with figures. The Greeks, giving pride of
place to geometry, lacked a perspicuous notation for numerals. So
did their heirs. Perhaps a symbolism that makes addition and
multiplication easy is a prerequisite for any rich concept of proba-
bility. Two pieces of circumstantial evidence may seem to support
this view. First, probability mathematics is, like our system of
numerals, almost certainly of Arabic origin. Indeed the old word for
chance, namely ‘hazard’, is as arabic as ‘algebra’. The first European
probabilists were Italian, solving North African problems in hazard
at the same time as they were advancing algebra.

There is a second item of evidence which each reader will judge as
he will. In Europe we find glimmerings of a science of dicing in the
fifteenth century. There is still not the slightest intimation that this
might have applications to anything of interest to non-gamblers.
The first inkling of that occurs in the middle of the seventeenth
century. Yet there is a shred of evidence that there was a science of
dicing millenia earlier, and, incomparably more important, that
people knew how this science affected matters such as survey-
sampling, which we would otherwise have thought of as a
nineteenth century enterprise.

V. P. Godambe has recently drawn attention to a passage in the
great Indian epic Mahdbarata. It is very ancient but, according to
scholars such as Renou and Filliozat [1947, p. 401} the present
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version was finished about a.p. 400. In the third book is an
interpolation, the story of Nala. Kali, a demigod of dicing, has his
eye on a delicious princess and is dismayed when Nala wins her
hand. In revenge Kali takes possession of the body and soul of Nala,
who in a sudden frenzy of gambling loses his kingdom. He wanders
demented for many years. But then, following the advice of a
snake-king whom he meetsin the forest, he takes a job as charioteer
to the foreign potentate Rtuparna. On a journey the latter flaunts
his mathematical skill by estimating the number of leaves and of
fruit on two great branches of a spreading tree. Apparently he does
this on the basis of a single twig that he examines. There are, he
avers, 2095 fruit. Nala counts all night and is duly amazed by the
accuracy of this guess. Rtuparna, so often right in matters like this,
accepts his due. In the translation of H. H. Milman [1860, p. 76] he
says:

I of dice possess the science

and in numbers thus am skilled.

He agrees to teach this science to Nala in exchange for some lessons
in horsemanship. At the end of this equestrian course in survey
sampling Nala vomits out the poison of Kali and, restored to his
usual form, wins back his kingdom in a fierce game in which he has
to stake his ever-faithful bride.

Before learning the science of dice the bewitched Nala was an
obsessive gambler, but after mastering the science he is able to place
bets so he can recoup his birthright. That is evidence that in India,
long ago, it was recognized that there was a genuine science to
master, whereas in Europe this knowledge seems to have been
lacking. More striking is the recognition that dicing has something
to do with estimating the number of leaves on a tree. That indicates
a very high level of sophistication. Even after the European
invention of probability around 1660 it took some time before any
substantial body of people could comprehend that decisive connec-
tion. Indeed, although the Nala story was almost the first piece of
Sanskrit writing to be widely circulated in modern Europe and was
much admired by the German romantics, no one paid any attention
(so far as I know) to this curious insight about the connection
between dicing and sampling.

On the other hand stories about dicing, and the loss of fortune
thereby, occur frequently in Indian literature. One of these is the
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chief topic of Book II of the Mahé4barata. A summary may be read
in the survey of Indian literature written by M. Winternitz [1927,
pp- 341-6}. To judge by Winternitz’s survey, the dicing stories that
recur throughout the whole literature have a predominantly moral
overtone, and are intended to warn people against gaming. Yet the
Nala story seems a positive incentive for mastering the science of
dice and thereby reaping great gains when playing with less
well-informed people. When the story is taken up in puritanical Jain
literature, however, that profiteering element is completely
ignored.

Indian mathematical texts ought to yield a rich reward to the
student of probability. They have not yet been investigated with this
end in view and it is unclear what will turn up. Take for example the
mathematician Mahaviracarya, whom his translator M. Rangacarya
[1912, p. x] dates about the end of the ninth century A.p. Here we
find a use of what modern probabilists call a ‘Dutch book’. That s, a
merchant ‘secretly’ bets with two different agents at discrepant
odds, in such a way that no matter what actually happens, the
merchant is guaranteed a profit [ibid., pp. 162-3].

It is reasonable to guess, then, that a good deal of Indian
probability lore is at present unknown to us. That accords well with
the conjectures I have been describing in such a lukewarm way.
Why was there no probability theory in the West before Pascal?
Answers: a necessitarian view of the world, piety, lack of a place
system of numeration and of economic incentive. Corollary: impie-
ty, arithmetic, plenty of trading and different concepts of causality
should be conducive to the formation of probability mathematics.
Confirmation: two millenia ago India had an advanced merchant
system, it had handy numerals, and both its piety and its theories of
causation were not at all in the European mould. In that society we
find hints of a hitherto unknown theory of probability.

Unfortunately no explanation, of the sort I have been describing,
can explain very much. As the Indian example reminds us, these
explanations although instructive are pretty nebulous. Perhaps the
explanations and conjectures are directed at the wrong question.
All take for granted that there existed an intellectual object—-a
concept of probability — which was not adequately thought about
nor sufficiently subject to mathematical reflection. So one asks,
what technology was missing? What incentive was absent? These
questions are appropriate only if the conceptual scheme of those
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earlier times had within it a concept of probability. If there was no
such object, then all the questions are idle.

Men did make randomizers, and did generate stable frequencies
with dice. They did draw inductive inferences whose conclusions
were merely probable. It in no way follows that they had anything
like our conception of these things. We should not ask, why did
people fail to study these objects? We should ask instead, how did
these objects of thought come into being?

All the conjectural explanations I have described try to locate
something lacking in pre-Pascalian times. No one denies that
arithmetic and nascent capitalism were lacking, nor that one or the
other may be essential to the development of probability theory,
once probability is a possible object of thought. We should,
however, try to find out how probability became possible at all.

We do not ask how some concept of probability became possible.
Rather we need to understand a quite specific event that occurred
around 1660: the emergence of our concept of probability. If there
were Indian concepts of probability 2000 years ago, they doubtless
arose from a transformation quite different from the one we witness
in European history. From a purely historical point of view, both
transformations may be of equal interest. But for me the search for
preconditions is more than an attempt at historical explanation. I
am inclined to think that the preconditions for the emergence of our
concept of probability determined the very nature of this intellectu-
al object, ‘probability’, that we still recognize and employ and
which, as philosophers, we still argue about. The preconditions for
the emergence of probability determined the space of possible
theories about probability. That means that they determined, in
part, the space of possible interpretations of quantum mechanics, of
statistical inference, and of inductive logic.

I cannot here establish a claim so grand, so pretentious. It is a
motivation for research, not a proven conclusion. Itindicates only a
direction in which to proceed. It makes the prehistory of probability
more important than the history. But prehistory must be properly
understood. We are looking for neither precursors nor anticipations
of our ideas. The preconditions for probability will consist in
something that is not probability but which was, through something
like a mutation, transformed into probability. This non-probability
had features that determined the peculiarities of our own concept.
The most important of these is entirely ignored in the conjectured
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explanations discussed in this chapter. They forget that the proba-
bility emerging in the time of Pascal is essentially dual. It has to do
both with stable frequencies and with degrees of belief. It is, as I
shall put it, both aleatory and epistemological. This quite specific
character of probability is one of the clues to its emergence. Sonow
we must examine that duality with some care.*

* Another account of early ideas about chance appeared when this chapter
was in proof: O. B. Sheynin, On the prehistory of the theory of probability.
Archive for the History of Exact Science 12 (1974), 97-141.

10



2
DUALITY

According to legend probability began in 1654 when Pascal solved
two problems and then wrote to Fermat. In fine detail this is wrong.
The problems had been around for a long time and Pascal’s chief
clue to solution — the arithmetic triangle - is something Pascal might
have learned at school and which was given in lectures even a
century earlier. But like so many persisting legends the story of
1654 encapsulates the truth. The decade around 1660 is the
birthtime of probability.

In 1657 Huygens wrote the first probability textbook to be
published. At about that time Pascal made the first application of
probabilistic reasoning to problems other than games of chance,
and thereby invented decision theory. His famous wager about the
existence of God was not printed until 1670 but it was summarized
in 1662 at the end of the Port Royal Logic. The same book was the
first to mention numerical measurements of something actually
called ‘probability’. Simultaneously but independently the adoles-
cent German law student Leibniz thought of applying metrical
probabilities to legal problems. He was also engaged in writing a
first monograph on the theory of combinations. Also in the late
1660s annuities (long used by Dutch towns for financing public
business) were being put on a sound actuarial footing by John
Hudde and John de Witt. The London merchant John Graunt
published in 1662 the first extensive set of statistical inferences
drawn from mortality records. About the end of the same decade
John Wilkins put forward a probabilistic version of the argument
from design, prefacing his work with sentences like those made
famous fifty years later by Joseph Butler: ‘Probability is the very
guide in life’.

_In short, around 1660 a lot of people independently hit on the
basic probability ideas. It took some time to draw these events
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together but they all happened concurrently. We can find a few
unsuccessful anticipations in the sixteenth century, but only with
hindsight can we recognize them at all. They are as nothing
compared to the blossoming around 1660. The time, it appears, was
ripe for probability. What made it ripe?

It is notable that the probability that emerged so suddenly is
Janus-faced. On the one side it is statistical, concerning itself with
stochastic laws of chance processes. On the other side it is epis-
temological, dedicated to assessing reasonable degrees of belief in
propositions quite devoid of statistical background. This duality of
probability will be confirmed by our detailed study of the history
between 1650 and 1700. Even now it is clear enough. Pascal himself
is representative. His famous correspondence with Fermat discus-
ses the division problem, a question about dividing stakes in a game
of chance that has been interrupted. The problem is entirely
aleatory in nature. His decision-theoretic argument for belief in the
existence of God is not. It is no matter of chance whether or not God
exists, but it is still a question of reasonable belief and action to
which the new probable reasoning can be applied.

The duality of probability is well illustrated by the list of the other
contributors with which I have begun this chapter. Huygens wrote
chiefly on aleatory problems. Leibniz began in an epistemological
way, concerned with degrees of proof in law. When he came to
Paris, he at once saw that the mathematics of ‘Pascal, Huygens and
others’ fitted into his scheme. The Port Royal Logic, written by
Antoine Arnauld and others, ends with a discussion of reasonable
belief and credibility. Graunt’s Observations, published in the same
year, 1662, is entirely dedicated to demography and the analysis of
stable frequencies. Yet the Logic has whole sentences of exactly the
same form as are found in Graunt. Hudde and de Witt were doing
the first actuarial science. Wilkins had no interest in that, and was
concerned only with the probability of opinion. But they were both
in the same new field, and were seen to be so by their contem-
poraries. Out of what historical necessity were these readily disting-
uishable families of ideas brought into being together and treated as
identical? If there is such an historical necessity, it must be among
the preconditions for probability. Hence we must not ask, ‘How on
the one hand did epistemic probability become possible and how,
on the other, did calculations on random chances become possible?’
We must ask how this dual concept of probability became possible.
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The duality of probability has long been known to philosophers.
The present generation may have learnt it from Carnap’s weighty
Logical Foundations. A century earlier one read about in, for
example, S.-D. Poisson [1837, p. 31]or A. A. Cournot [1843, pp.v,
437-40). Carnap said we ought to distinguish a ‘probability,’ from a
‘probability,’; later he spoke of inductive and statistical prob-
abilities. Poisson and Cournot said we should use the ready-made
French words chance and probabilité to mark the same distinction.
Before that Condorcet suggested facilité for the aleatory concept
and motif de croire for the epistemic one {1785, p. vii]. Bertrand
Russell uses ‘credibility’ for the latter {1948, p. 359]. There have
been many other words. We have had Zuverldssigkeit, ‘propensity’,
‘proclivity’, as well as a host of adjectival modifiers of the word
‘probability’, all used to indicate different kinds of probability. The
duality of probability is not news. Yet there is something wrong
about it. Why these almost frantic gropings for a terminology to
make distinctions? Consider an analogy. When Newton disting-
uished weight from inertial mass his terminology caught on at once.
Just as credibility may sometimes be measured by frequencies, so
under certain circumstances can mass be compared by weighing (at
constant g). We do not thereby conclude that some construct based
on the latin pond- is the word to be used for both. Why use prob- for
both chance and credibility? We can understand why Baliani (in the
preface to De motu gravium of 1638) might, while groping for
Newton’s distinction, speak of weight as agens opposed to weight as
patiens. But once Newton’s principles have been given in distinct
terms, no one wanted to speak of active and passive weight. No one
would have said that since both weight and mass satisfy the axioms
of measure theory we need the same word for both. Yet that has
been used as an argument for keeping the same word for aleatory
and epistemic notions of probability.

It is true that the different kinds of probability are less well
understood, and so less easily distinguished, than weight and
inertial mass. By now, however, there are plenty of useful explica-
tions of the various probability ideas. On the epistemological side
two schools of thought have been dominant. First, in the early
decades of this century, there was much interest in the theory
advanced by Harold Jeffreys and J. M. Keynes, according to which
the probability conferred on a hypothesis by some evidence is a
logical relation between two propositions. The probability of h, in
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the light of e, is something like the degree to which h is logically
implied by e. Later students, despairing of a good analysis of this
logical relation, have been more attracted to what L. J. Savage
called ‘personal probability’, introduced by F. P. Ramsey and B. de
Finetti. In this theory, the probability you assign to any particular
proposition is a matter for your own personal judgement, but the set
of all your probability assignments is subject to fairly strong rules of
internal coherence. No matter whether the logical or personal
theory be accepted, both are plainly epistemological, concerned
with the credibility of propositions in the light of judgement or
evidence.

In contrast there is a family of statistical theories, focussing on the
tendency, displayed by some experimental or natural arrange-
ments, to deliver stable long run frequencies on repeated trials.
Some workers, following Richard von Mises, have attended chiefly
to the phenomenal aspect of this, providing theories of randomness
in infinite sequences and now, with results commencing with A.
Kolmogorov and Per Martin-L6f, with randomness in finite sequ-
ences. Other students have come to think that the causes of
frequency phenomena are more important than the phenomena
themselves, and so, following Karl Popper, develop a concept of the
propensity of a test of some sort to yield one of several possible
outcomes. Clearly none of this work is epistemological in nature.
The propensity to give heads is as much a property of the coin as its
mass, and the stable long run frequency found on repeated trials is
an objective fact of nature independent of anyone’s knowledge of it,

or evidence for it.
Philosophically minded students of probability nimbly skip

among these different ideas, and take pains to say which probability
concept they are employing at the moment. The vast majority of the
practitioners of probability do no such thing. They go on talking of
probability, doing their statistics and their decision theory oblivious
to all this accumulated subtlety. Moreover there are a few extrem-
ists on either side. There are the personalists, including de Finetti,
who have said that propensities and statistical frequencies are some
sort of ‘mysterious pseudo-property’, that can be made sense of
only through personal probability. There are frequentists who
contend that frequency concepts are the only ones that are viable.
Thus this labour of distinguishing kinds of probability has been
curiously idle. Most people who in the course of their work use
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probability, pay no attention to the distinctions. Extremists of one
school or another argue vigorously that the distinction is a sham,
for there is only one kind of probability.

Carnap, and Cournot before him, notoriously failed to bring
tranquillity out of controversy by their judicious mixture of concep-
tual analysis and linguistic distinction. Philosophers seem singularly
unable to put asunder the aleatory and the epistemological side of
probability. This suggests that we are in the grip of darker powers
than are admitted into the positivist ontology. Something about the
concept of probability precludes the separation which, Carnap
thought, was essential to further progress. What?

There is an anti-positivist model which, for all its obscurity, may
at this point have some appeal. We should perhaps imagine that
concepts are less subject to our decisions than a positivist would
think, and that they play out their lives in, as it were, a space of their
own. If a concept is introduced by some striking mutation, as is the
case with probability, there may be some specific preconditions for
the event that determine the possible future courses of development
for the concept. All those who subsequently employ the concept use
it within this matrix of possibilities. Whatever the overall value of
this strange model in the history of ideas, we can at least agree that
since 1660 the concept of probability has been curiously autonom-
ous and steadfast to its origins. In the past 300 years there have been
plenty of theories about probability, but anyone who stands back
from the history sees the same cycle of theories reasserting itself
again and again.

Consider, for example, the most recent fashion, pioneered by F.
P. Ramsey in 1926, and winning wide recognition after the book by
L. J. Savage published in 1954. Some have called this subjectivism;
Savage called it personalism. Most statisticians call it the ‘Bayesian’
theory. Thomas Bayes died in 1760, but the basic idea of his
fundamental contribution is, two centuries later, the core of the
most up-and-coming theory of statistical inference. Many a reader
may begin to have a feeling of déja vu.

Or again, consider the different interpretations that have been
put upon the work of Jacques Bernoulli, whose posthumous book
on probability was published in 1713. Because he introduced the
word ‘subjective’ into philosophizing about probability, he has been
called a subjectivist. Others say he anticipates Carnap’s ‘logicist’
theory of probability. Still others call him the precursor of the
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extreme frequentist version of statistics of which Jerzy Neyman is
the most famous living exponent. Neyman, Carnap, and subjectiv-
ism are all rightly recognized as virtually incompatible, yet different
workers can, with some justice, trace their origins in the work of
Bernoulli. Thus, at a very gross and as yet imperceptive level, we
may readily confirm the fact that for all our advances in mathemati-
cal technology, a good many aspects of that dual concept of
probability have been there from the beginning. The theories of
today seem to compete in a space of possible theories that can be
discerned even in the earliest years of our concept.

It is better to expose the crudities of one’s model at the start, than
to conceal a methodology in banal phrases. I am inviting the reader
to imagine, first of all, that there is a space of possible theories about
probability that has been rather constant from 1660 to the present.
Secondly, this space resulted from a transformation upon some
quite different conceptual structure. Thirdly, some characteristics
of that prior structure, themselves quite forgotten, have impressed
themselves on our present scheme of thought. Fourth: perhaps an
understanding of our space and its preconditions can liberate us
from the cycle of probability theories that has trapped us for so long.
This last feature has a familiar ring. The picture is, formally, the
same as the one used by the psychoanalysts and by the English
philosophers of language. ‘Events preserved in memory only below
the level of consciousness’, ‘rules of language that lie deep below the
surface’, and ‘a conceptual space determined by forgotten precon-
ditions’: all three have, of course, a common ancestor in Hegel.

I do not ask any reader to swallow all this. The story told in what
follows is of interest even if the methodology that led to it turns out
to be silly. I state the picture partly to explain how some of the data
have been selected.

To begin with, the probability to be described is autonomous,
with a life of its own. It exists in discourse and not in the minds of
speakers. We are concerned not with the authors but with the
sentences they have uttered and left for us to read. We do of course
tag sentences with the names of authors, but that is largely a matter
of convenience. This shall be particularly so in prehistory. We are
not concerned with who wrote, but with what was said. This attitude
will irritate the proper historian. He wants to know how an idea is
communicated from one thinker to another, what new is added,
what error deleted. I am more interested when the same idea crops
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up everywhere, on the pens of people who have never heard of each
other.

My model has other implications. I tend to disregard the anticipa-
tion, the man who, with subtle interpretation, can be presented as a
precursor of the modern way of thought. In prehistory we are not
interested in what is rare but in what is common. Common does not
mean familiar — it may be utterly bizarre. For example, I say, with
only very slight reservations, that there was no probability until
about 1660. How do I know? I have not read every text. There are
many texts that no-one fluent in probability lore has ever read. How
can I so confidently talk of the beginning of this family of ideas?
Because I am talking about that time when this family emerges
permanently in discourse. It is that event, and not the miraculous
stroke of some secret hermit, that is our topic.

A third consequence of the model is that prehistory is quite
severely localized. We are concerned with some substantial period
of time before 1660. I shall glibly speak of ‘the Renaissance’ to
mean, roughly, the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and try to steer
clear of famous debates about what ‘the Renaissance’ was, if
anything. We must focus on some aspect of the conceptual scheme
of that time. It is true that we may find in Aristotle sentences
translated as, ‘the probable is what usually happens’, but that was
too long ago for us. Again, I shall much discuss the concept of sign, a
good Stoic concept, much debated in, for example, Sextus Em-
piricus, and itself referring back to Aristotle. Those ancient sen-
tences are not irrelevant, but Sextus matters to us not because of
what he said, but only because of the use that Gassendi, say, made of
him.

Enough of metatheory: it is chiefly an afterthought to character-
ize what one has been doing. Let us see what existed in the place of
probability before 1660. The easiest place to start is with the word
‘probability’ itself, and to that I now proceed.
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Probability began about 1660, but the word ‘probability’ is, in
languages drawing on the Latin, a good deal older. The prehistory
of probability can usefully begin with a study of earlier meanings of
the very word. Its link with numerical ideas of randomness seems
first to have occurred in print only in 1662. Some English
philosophers, stimulated by an interest in ‘ordinary language’, and
perhaps suspicious of three centuries of success in making probabil-
ity mathematical, have recently emphasized some pre-1662 aspects
of the word. They go so far as to say that even today the primary
sense of the word is evaluative. Thus according to W. C. Kneale, ‘if
we heard a man speak in ordinary life of the equal probability of
various alternatives, we should understand him to mean that they
are equally approvable as bases for action’ [1949, p. 169]. Or again:
in the ‘common or garden’ usage of the word ‘probable’, ‘it is an
evaluative term. To say that a proposition is probable is more like
saying that it’s right to do so and so’ [Korner, 1957, p. 19]. Stephen
Toulmin [1950], John Lucas [1970] and others have subsequently
expressed similar views,

Undoubtedly the Latin word probabilis did mean, among other
things, something like ‘worthy of approbation’, but I very much
doubt if Kneale’s account of the present ‘common or garden’ usage
is right. One way to question it is to note how odd is the sound of
older bits of speech in which ‘probable’ really did mean approvable.
The impossibility of the old locutions shows how much the meaning
has shifted, and it will also help to lead us back to even earlier senses
of the word. A couple of centuries ago one readily spoke of a
‘probable doctor’, apparently meaning a medical man who could be
trusted. We no longer speak that way. For a more striking example,
consider a passage in Daniel Defoe’s 1724 bawdy novel, Roxana, or
The Fortunate Mistress. Early in her career the lady in question,
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having got a man with a big house, says of herself, ‘This was the first
view I had of living comfortably indeed, and it was a very probable
way, I must confess, seeing we had very good conveniences, six
rooms on a floor, and three stories high.’

Since ‘probable’ had this connotation of approval it may seem
reasonable to expect that when, in an antique work, the word is used
to qualify some proposition, then the author is saying that the
proposition is ‘worthy of approval’ because it has the marks of truth
or is better supported by evidence than any other hypothesis. Such a
conjecture requires much caution. Nowadays, according to J. R.
Lucas, ‘We use the words ‘“probable”, “probably”, ... to give a
tentative judgement. There is some reason, but not conclusive
reason, for what we opine.’ Drawing attention to this claim, a reader
of The Times Literary Supplement wrote to the editor [9 April
1971]:

it seems that for Gibbon in the eighteenth century [the words] had quite a
different sense. Summing up a discussion of the conflicting accounts of
Hannibal’s route across the Alps in the ancient authors, he wrote in his
journal for October 24 1763, ‘Let us conclude, then, though with some
remainder of scepticism, that although Livy’s narrative has more of
probability, yet that of Polybius has more of truth.’ Still more surprisingly to
a modern ear, he wrote in a footnote in Chapter xxiv of the Decline and
Fall, ‘Such a fact is probable but undoubtedly false.’

Such quotations may usefully shake up our preconceptions
before we start a serious reading of the documents. Here is a final
example. Throughout the first half of the eighteenth century there
had been considerable controversy in Britain over the relation
between miracles and testimony, and various pieces of probability
lore were injected into the argument. In 1748 Hume made a
particularly sensational attack on the credibility of miracles, based
on his view of probability. This invited a host of serious replies, all of
which convey some information about the current understanding of
probability concepts. One of these books, by Thomas Church,
considers the question of whether a fact can be credible or
incredible in itself, ‘distinct from the consideration of any tes-
timony’. The author is at pains to insist that credibility is relative to
the evidence. Church grants,

that in common discourse it is not unusual to call any thing credible or
incredible, antecedent to our consideration of its proof. But if we examine
our ideas, this will be found to be a loose unphilosophical way of expressing
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ourselves. All that can be meant is, that such a thing is possible or
impossible, probable or improbable, or, at farthest, happening very fre-
quently, or very seldom [1750, p. 60].

Here we see an array of all the concepts that have come to cluster
around probability: credibility, frequency, possibility and the like.
Probability is kept separate from each. Usages like those of Defoe,
Gibbon and Church were at the end of the line, and began to die out
as mathematical probability became more and more successful.
They were the very standard earlier. Clearly we should not expect
various formations of the word ‘probability’ in different languages
naturally to translate into our own word. What then was the core of
the preceding meanings?

E. F. Byrne has recently published a quite thorough study of
probability concepts as they occur in the work of Thomas Aquinas,
who is thus both a convenient and natural starting point. The first
thing to grasp, as Byrne insists, is the distinction between know-
ledge and opinion in medieval thought. It is indeed an ancient
distinction that we all associate with Plato, but here we are
concerned with its manifestation in Aquinas. It contrasts strongly
with all modern epistemology. For a good number of years, now,
philosophers have been debating whether knowledge is justified
true belief. Even when this brisk definition is rejected, it is very
widely accepted that if pis true, then one person may believe pwhile
another, in a happier epistemological state, may know the very
same proposition p. Knowledge and belief are in the same line of
business. If we are to understand the Thomistic doctrine we must
adopt a different stance. Knowledge, so far from being justified true
belief, does not even have the same objects as opinion.

In medieval epistemology, science - scientia—is knowledge.
Knowledge is knowledge of universal truths which are true of
necessity. The necessity in question is not identical to our concept
called ‘logical necessity’ — a concept that did not properly exist until
the seventeenth century. Aside from knowledge of first truths,
which are so simple and fundamental that they are beyond disputa-
tion, knowledge is arrived at by demonstration. One of the require-
ments of Thomistic knowledge is that we have ‘right’ concepts. Take
a simple example, the proposition that ‘the plague is transmitted by
fleas’. It is not possible to know this until at the very least we possess
enough epidemiology to distinguish bubonic from pneumonic
plague, and enough parasitology to distinguish the relevant kinds of
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flea. Some kinds of plague are transmitted by an organism that
involves a kind of flea in its life cycle, and some are not. When we
have that sort of understanding of pestilence, then we may begin to
frame definitions that characterize the concepts in the scientifically
relevant way. Of course it is contingent that those are the right
concepts — the world might have been different. But once we do
have an adequate theory of plague, it will determine the meanings
of terms in such a way that it is at least plausible to say that by
definition a particular kind of bubonic plague is transmitted by a
particular member of the Siphonaptera - it is just that interrelation
that is part of the characterization of the two species in question.

Let us now consider a resident of Cairo in 1837 who conjectured
that the plague then infesting his city was transmitted by fleas. We
may think more highly of him than his neighbour who attributed the
plague to miasma. We have real respect for the Londoners of 1603
who blamed imported cotton for their plague: there is a particular
parasite that needs a flea that needs cotton. But let us ask the
question, whether the Egyptian of 1837 or the Londoner of 1603
believed something that we now know to be true. It is not unnatural
to say that the propositions about the plague now accepted in
epidemiology simply did not exist a century or more ago. Bubonic
and pneumonic plagues had not, for example, been distinguished,
and the very concept of a host parasite was undreamt of. There is a
certain family resemblance between present knowledge and old
opinions, but arguably no proposition central to modern theories of
the plague is identical to any proposition believed a century ago. Itis
not the case that an old opinion, p, has become modern knowledge.
The old opinion was in a sense incommensurable with modern
knowledge. This usage of the term ‘incommensurable’ was popular-
ized in the 1960s by Paul Feyerabend. Although the theory of
scientific theories that accompanies it is rather at odds with recent
positivism, it fits in quite well with some tenets of scholastic
epistemology. There is, however, one fundamental difference.
Aquinas thought that real infallible knowledge is a genuine goal and
is sometimes attained. Knowledge is both distinct from and better
than opinion. A Feyerabend might say instead that all our beliefs
and theorizing are in the domain of opinion, and we should expect
that any theory will have to be replaced by another one.

Aquinas’ opinio refers to beliefs or doctrine not got by demon-
stration. It may also cover propositions which, not being universal,
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cannot (according to Aquinas) be demonstrated. Opinio tends to
refer to belief which results from some reflection, argument, or
disputation. Belief got from sensation is called aestimatio. In
scholastic doctrine opinion is the bearer of probability. The limit of
increasing probability of opinion might be certain belief, but it is not
knowledge: not because it lacks some missing ingredient, but
because in general the objects of opinion are not the kinds of
propositions that can be objects of knowledge.

Even if we have apprehended the notion of opinion we are still far
from medieval probability. We may expect that an opinion is
probable if there are good reasons for it, or if it is well supported by
evidence. This is not the primary sense that Aquinas attaches to
probability, and it is instructive to see why. In his mind reason and
cause are very closely related. To comprehend the reason for pis to
understand the cause, to understand why p. Causes in turn are to be
found in the real definitions that underlie the science. That is, all
reasons are demonstrative, because causes are necessary causes.
We have come to think that deduction is only one way of giving
reasons, and that much evidence falls short of deduction. For the
medieval, evidence short of deduction was not really evidence at all.
It was no accident that probability was not primarily a matter of
evidence or reason. Probability pertains to opinion, where there
was no clear concept of evidence. Hence ‘probability’ had to mean
something other than evidential support. It indicated approval or
acceptability by intelligent people. Sensible people will approve
something only if they have what we call good reason, but lacking
an adequate concept of good reason Aquinas could handle only
actual approval. Here is a typical statement about opinion and
probability:

Since, then, the dialectical syllogism aims at producing opinion, the
dialectician seeks only to proceed on the basis of the best opinions, namely
what is held by the many or especially by the wise. Let us suppose, then, that
one encounters in dialectical reasoning some proposition which could in
fact be proven through a middle term but which on account of its
probability seems to be self-evident. The dialectician needs no more than
this [I. Post. An. 1. 38.n.258].

Aquinas continues by saying that ‘in demonstration one is not
satisfied with the probability of the proposition’. Probability re-
quires probity and approbation but for demonstration we must be
able to see and show what is what. The primary sense of the word
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probabilitas is not evidential support but support from respected
people. Byrne has nicely summed up the elements of this concept:

Attribution of probability to opinion has various connotations. In the first
place, it refers to the authority of those who accept the given opinion; and
from this point of view ‘probability’ suggests approbation with regard to the
proposition accepted and probity with regard to the authorities who accept
it. In the second place, ‘probability’ refers to the arguments which are
presented in favor of the opinion in question; and from this point of view it
suggests provability, that is, capacity for being proven (though not necessar-
ily demonstrated). In the third place, ‘probability’ takes on a somewhat
perjorative connotation precisely insofar as the proposition in question is
merely probable; for, from this point of view the proposition is only
probationary and not strictly demonstrated as are propositions which are
properly scientific [Byrne 1968, p. 188].

See how this sense of ‘probability’ survived into eighteenth century
English. We have read Gibbon saying that something probable is
false. In other words, an opinion commended by authorities is in
fact wrong. He said Livy had more of probability but Polybius had
more of truth. This meant that ancient and modern critics tend to
weigh in on Livy’s side, but in this case they are mistaken. When so
understood Gibbon’s usage is quite free from paradox. The usage
‘probable doctor’ and the like is restricted to just those sorts of
professions where the layman must largely rely on the judgement of
others. We can now get the savour of Defoe’s Fortunate Mistress.
Her agreeable town house ‘is very probable indeed’ - this means
not that she approves it but rather that, in the esteem of her betters,
this is a good leg up from her scruffy beginnings.

‘Probability’ chiefly meant the approvability of an opinion. This
had a number of important consequences. One was the casuistical
doctrine of probabilism which is the butt of the sixth of Pascal’s
Provincial Letters [10 April 1656]. Pascal is called the founder of
modern probability theory. He earns this title not only for the
familiar correspondence with Fermat on games of chance, but also
for his conception of decision theory, and because he was an
instrument in the demolition of probabilism, a doctrine which
would have precluded rational probability theory. We must briefly
discuss probabilism here, but the conception of probability as
approval of opinion had a more important consequence. The
Renaissance physicists were still dedicated to knowledge and
demonstrative science. Hence we shall not find in their work any
need for or serious use of probability concepts. The prehistory of
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epistemological concepts lies in a less well known area, the pur-
veyors of opinion. In particular, medical science had no hope of
being demonstrative; nor even had the ‘natural magic’ which is the
precursor of chemistry. It is in the probable signs of the physicians
and the alchemists that we shall find the evolving concepts that
make our kind of probability possible.

First a few superficial words on probabilism. It is a principle of
casuistry advanced by the Jesuit order in the sixteenth century, and
enjoying success, power, but great antagonism and finally defeat in
the seventeenth. What is to be done when authorities, especially the
Fathers of the Church, are found to disagree? The problem became
pressing in the late Renaissance as more and more texts were
discovered and more and more interpretations of existing texts were
invented. Basically there are two possibilities. To resolve conflict,
we can cut down on the authorities whom we will recognize, sticking
only to scripture and the natural light of reason. Or we may consider
a wide range of authorities, but in deciding among them, consider
the social and moral effects of adopting their several doctrines.
Roughly speaking the various protesting sects, including the Jan-
senists (who remained within the Church), took the former course,
while the casuists took the latter.

Contrary to what is sometimes reported, probabilism in theology
did not say that when authorities conflict, one should follow the
most probable opinion. Probabilism says that one may follow some
probable opinion or other, even a less probable opinion. The word
‘probable’ here does not mean well supported by evidence. It means
supported by testimony and the writ of authority. When a doctrine
is disputed, and you are in doubt as to how to act, you may,
according to the probabilists, follow a course of action that is
recommended by some authority, even when more or weightier
authorities counsel the opposite course of action. But even that is
only the half of probabilism. It tells what is permitted, but the
Jesuits were not permissive. On the contrary, from the point of view
of the Jansenists, the probabilists would first of all decide on a
course of action for its social and moral expediency. Then they
would find some old text that could be interpreted as approval of
that course of action. Then, even if weighty authority tells one to do
the very opposite, one may still proceed, for one is using a
‘probable’ opinion, namely an opinion that is authorized by some-
one or other.

24



Opinion

The Jansenist enclave at Port Royal included among its members
Antoine Arnauld (1612-94), Pierre Nicole (1625-95) and Blaise
Pascal (1623-62), who loom large in our history of probability.
Arnauld, perhaps the most brilliant theologian of his time, was
condemned by the Jesuits. The rivalry was old: in 1640 he had
printed a scathing little note on probabilism. After much politick-
ing, his enemies had him denounced, although the denunciation was
withdrawn in 1669. It had the effect of spurring Pascal to write
Provincial Letters by way of defence, or rather by way of attack. The
sixth letter is a reasoned repudiation of probabilism. A few rude
passages in the Pensées show how intensely Pascal detested that
casuist doctrine. Arnauld was reinstated by a council of 1669; at no
time had he lost the respect of those of his contemporaries whom we
most remember. He had participated in writing the 1662 Port Royal
Logic, which both contains an argument against probabilism and is
the first occasion on which ‘probability’ is actually used in what is
identifiably our modern sense, susceptible of numerical measure-
ment. Throughout the rest of the century post-Jansenist writers
about probability occasionally took pains to say that they did not
have in mind the loathsome casuistical concept that bore the name
of probability. Itis not to be inferred that the rise of probabilism had
nothing to do with the emergence of probability. Probabilism is a
token of the loss of certainty that characterizes the Renaissance,
and of the readiness, indeed eagerness, of various powers to find a
substitute for the older canons of knowledge. Indeed the word
‘probabilism’ has been used as a name for the doctrine that certainty
is impossible, so that probabilities must be relied on. I have written
above only of probabilism in theology, which is the doctrine that so
exercised our founders of probability. Such probabilism is still in
that medieval world where probability is an attribute of opinion,
and where probable opinion is that which is attested by authority. It
is not post-1660 probability at all, and, aside from political and
theological overtones, that is why the discoverers of the new
probability despised it so much,

I have said that we shall not find students of the physical sciences
making much use of anything they call probability, because they are
after knowledge, not opinion. Let us take for example Francis
Bacon (1561-1626) and Galileo Galilei (1564-1642). The former
was taken to be the philosopher of the new physics, and Galileo its
greatest practitioner. Now Galileo had, as we shall see, a good sense
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of games of chance and was perhaps the first worker really to tackle
the problem of how to make the best use of discrepant measure-
ments of the same quantity. Had anyone seen that gaming and the
theory of errors would merge with the old notion of ‘probability’, it
should have been Galileo. But although the word probabilita occurs
frequently enough in, say, the marvellous Dialogue Concerning the
Two Chief World Systems [1632] it mostly has the old connotations.
Indeed at one point Stillman Drake, the editor and translator into
English, has to intervene with a footnote, ‘ “Not improbable’’ here
means “not implausible, though incorrect”.’ Elsewhere Galileo
called the opinion of Copernicus ‘improbable’ because of the
plentiful experiences which overtly contradict the annual move-
ment, and because of the strength in debate of the Ptolemaics and
Aristotelians. ‘There is no limit to my astonishment when I reflect
that Aristarchus and Copernicus were able to make reason so
conquer sense that, in defiance of the latter, the former became the
mistress of their belief.’ That is, Copernicus’ opinion was improba-
ble and still the one best supported by the deepest arguments. Here
we may contrast Leibniz, writing less than a century later, taking
this very same situation as one in which, despite all opinion to the
contrary, the Copernican hypothesis was, at the time it was promul-
gated, ‘incomparably the most probable’. For Leibniz probability is
what is determined by evidence and reason; for Galileo, probability
has to do with approval.

There do remain, however, excellent passages in which Galileo
makes plain that approval ought to correspond to the evidence, not
the weight of the authorities. For example, Sagredo asserts that the
velocity of a body rolling down an inclined plane is a function of only
the height of the plane. Salviati replies ‘What you say seems very
probable, but I wish to go further and by an experiment so to
increase the probability of it that it shall amount almost to absolute
demonstration.’ The esperienza in question is based on a pendulum
whose fall is arrested at various points. Ernst Mach maintains that it
led Galileo to the law of inertia [1895, p. 143]. It does not seem to
me that the argument in question does get anywhere close to
‘absolute demonstration’, but we here have a very clear indication
of the notion that experiments — at least thought experiments — can
increase probability almost to demonstration. There is no attempt
to measure this increase in probability, nor is there any point in
measuring it. Galileo longs for absolute demonstration. So did his
chief contemporaries.

26



Opinion

As well as being the official philosopher of the new physics, Bacon
is a good writer to turn to because as he says of himself in the Novum
Organum [1620], he wants ‘to banish all authorities and all
sciences’ —in particular dogmatic Aristotelianism and alchemical
empiricism. Hence ‘approval by the wise’ is hardly going to be a
means of appraisal, and the Latin or English word for probability
will not refer to authoritative approval. But it still seems to mean
‘worthy of approval’, as for example in Sec. 122: ‘With regard to the
universal censure we have bestowed, it is quite clear to anyone who
properly considers the matter, that it is both more probable and
more modest than any partial one could have been.’ It is no longer
the wise who confer probability by their approval; it is those who
properly consider the matter. If one does not consider the matter
properly, things may only ‘seem probable’:

The empiric school produces dogmas of a more deformed and monstrous
nature than the sophistic or theoretic school; not being founded in the light
of common notions (which, however poor and superstitious, are yet in a
manner universal, and of a general tendency), butin the confined obscurity
of a few experiments. Hence this species of philosophy appears probable,
and almost certain to those who are daily practiced in such experiments,
and have thus corrupted their imagination, but incredible and futile to
others [Sec. 64].

In short, if one does nothing but wretched experiments, opinions
will appear probable which can hardly be approved by someone
who has a broader stance. Note Bacon’s dedication to the scholastic
conception of knowledge. Knowledge is derived from common
notions and states only universal truths.

Our course and method however (as we have said, and again repeat) are
such as not to deduce effects from effects, nor experiments from experi-
ments, (as the empirics do) but in our capacity as legitimate interpreters of
nature, to deduce causes and axioms from effects and experiments; and new
effects and experiments from those causes and axioms [Sec. 117].

The Baconian doctrine is not unlike what has come to be called the
hypothetico-deductive method in science, except that there is that
residue of the Middle Ages that later generations found pernicious:
we seek true axioms and real notions that will ultimately produce
knowledge and not opinion. There is little room in this conceptual
scheme for a working concept of probability. Readers of Bacon or
Galileo in the latter half of the seventeenth century found them the
great originators of the new experimental method combined with a
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successful mechanical model of the universe. It has only quite
recently been recognized that this interpretation is an artefact of the
period after 1650, particularly among members of the Royal
Society of London. If we examine the texts of Bacon or Galileo we
find a world of first causes. There is no need here for a mathematical
concept of probability, nor even a real use for qualitative prob-
abilities. It is not to the ‘high sciences’ of astronomy, geometry, and
mechanics that we must look. Instead it is those lowly empirics who
had to dabble with opinion.

Opinion is the companion of probability within the medieval
epistemology. There is another concept of equal importance to
those empirics who had to work with opinion. This is the sign.
Inevitably Shakespeare records it : “The least of all these signs were
probable’ [Henry VI. 2. 78]. Leibniz, in running over the prehistory
of probability, is chiefly attentive to the law-see Chapter 7
below — but recalls how ‘the physicians have the various signs and
indications which are in use among them’. [P.S. v, p. 447] The
history of the concept of a sign is of fundamental importance. In the
medical textbooks of the Renaissance there is a characteristic
distinction between cause and sign. The causes are chiefly efficient
causes, namely what make the person ill, and the signs are not so
much what we might call symptoms, as anything by which we may
make a prognosis. To take an example almost at random, H. von
Braunsweig in 1574 is saying that “‘When a man hath a great disease
or feebleness and a cold sweat breaketh out only about the nose,
that is a very deadly sign.” That sounds familiar enough, but we will
also find something else. Here I quote from Fracastoro
(1483-1553) on contagion, to whom is often attributed the first
germ theory of disease:

Contagions have their own peculiar signs of which some announce be-
forehand contagions to come, while others indicate that they are already
present. The signs that are called premonitory come from the sky or air or
from the vicinity of the soil or water, and among these some are almost
always, others are often, to be trusted. Therefore one ought not to consider
them all as prognostications, but only as signs of probability [1546, Bk. I,
Ch. xiii].

The signs in question are a heterogenous collection: the planets in
conjunction, frequent comets, tempest flares from unctuous foams,
and mildew on drying linen when the wind blows from the East.
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Swarms of locusts intrigue the author, and once he bursts into verse:
‘Often a tiny mouse shall give thee augury of ill. No tie of love can
hold it beneath the depths of the earth but it breaks forth from its
trenches, forgets its life and its habits and leaves its tender young
and pleasant abode ....” The swarms of mice that occasionally
overran some of the towns of Central Europe, thousands dying
frothing in the streets, were indeed a probable sign of plague to
come. However, it is of no moment which signs seem sensible to us,
and which absurd. Here we have a very clearly stated conception of
partial prognostication, which is thereby possessed of probability,
rather than certainty, and whose probability arises from frequency,
from what happens ‘almost always’ or else ‘often’.

It is important that Fracastoro is not a mere empiric of the sort
castigated by Bacon. One of the fundamental features of the new
science of the seventeenth century was the distinction into primary
and secondary qualities. Philosophers know this through Locke,
and so miss the point of the distinction. The problem was to make a
science — in the Scholastic sense of the term — out of alchemy. The
solution, made permanent by Robert Boyle, was to insist that the
phenomena of chemistry were to be explained by noumenal things
in themselves, little bouncing particles, moving, but not coloured,
collectively taking up space but not in themselves having taste. It
was for a long time an excellent model. It was hardly new with
Bacon or Boyle. As Fracastoro put it, the qualities ‘that are called
primary generate and alter everything, but those that are called
secondary, namely light, smell, taste and sound, do not act on one
another but merely serve to arouse the senses’ [Ch. vi]. Thus in the
domain of causation we will have a set of universal propositions
involving primary qualities only. Knowledge of this is knowledge of
how the world works; it is science. However, at the level of
phenomena there is something else. When the patient comes to
Fracastoro, he is blotched, stinks, complains of a foul taste in his
mouth and sounds strange when thumped on the back; above all he
complains of pain. The causes of all this lie inside the patient and are
ultimately to do with atoms. But the signs are all secondary
qualities, and in these signs we have to make merely probable
prognoses. The real world is described by universal truths, but the
Renaissance physician has to prescribe and predict from the
phenomena. Our Galileo or Bacon could pursue the real world
constantly seeking demonstration, but our Fracastoro must make
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prognoses on the basis of what phenomena follow what with
greatest frequency.

The connection between sign and probability is Aristotelian.
‘Sign’, however, had a life of its own in the Renaissance, to our eyes
a bizarre and alien life, but a life that we must understand if we are
to comprehend the emergence of probability. The old probability,
as we have seen, is an attribute of opinion. Opinions are probable
when they are approved by authority, when they are testified to,
supported by ancient books. But in Fracastoro and other Renais-
sance authors we read of signs that have probability. These signs are
the signs of nature, not of the written word. Yet we shall see, in the
next chapter, that this antithesis is wrong. Nature is the written
word, the writ of the Author of Nature. Signs have probability
because they come from this ultimate authority. It is from this
concept of sign that is created the raw material for the mutation that
I call the emergence of probability.
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EVIDENCE

Many modern philosophers claim that probability is a relation
between an hypothesis and the evidence for it. This claim, true or
false, conceals an explanation as to the late emergence of probabili-
ty: the relevant concept of evidence did not exist beforehand. The
way in which it came into being has much to do with the specific way
that the dual concept of probability emerged. One of the precondi-
tions for probability was the formation of this concept of evidence.

What concept of evidence? Crudely, that which some
philosophers have called ‘inductive evidence’. The label is inaccu-
rate, but at the beginning it can remind us of the philosophers’
problem of induction, almost always attributed to David Hume’s
Treatise, published in 1739. Some elements of this problem may
have been anticipated in the Outlines of Pyrrhonism [n, 204], written
by the Greek sceptic, Sextus Empiricus (c. A.0. 200). But aside from
odd and fragmentary passages almost certainly dedicated to other
problems we find no hint of a problem of induction until Hobbes, or,
better, Joseph Glanvill’s Vanity of Dogmatizing of 1661. All
modern students of epistemology agree that the problem of induc-
tion is of fundamental importance. Most of the other basic problems
can be identified throughout the whole Western tradition, and have
classic texts in Plato or Aristotle. Why is what C. D. Broad called the
scandal of philosophy-the problem of induction -such a new-
comer on the scene? There is a simplistic answer. Until the
seventeenth century there was no concept of evidence with which to
pose the problem of induction!

There are defects in this answer. First, despite such intimations as
one may find in Glanvill in 1661, it is significant, and explicable, that
the problem of induction had to wait in the wings some eighty years
after the birth-decade of probability. As I shall explain in Chapter
19, Glanvill merely raises the flag over a new philosophical conti-
nent, discovered at the time of probability, but which cannot be
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exploited until other events have occurred. But our simplistic
answer is partly right. A concept of evidence is a necessary
condition for the stating of a problem of induction. A problem of
induction does not occur in the earlier annals of philosophy because
there was no concept of evidence available.

‘Evidence’, however, is far too imprecise a term. Of course some
concepts of evidence have been around for a very long time. In this
chapter I propose to define one concept of evidence which, I claim,
was lacking. In the next chapter I shall describe the terms in which it
came into being. My definition of this concept of evidence must, of
necessity, be by way of exclusion. I shall describe a number of
different kinds of evidence that were not lacking, and label these in
various ways. What all of these leave out is something like what our
philosophers have come to call ‘inductive evidence’.

Concepts of testimony and authority were not lacking: they were
all too omnipresent as the basis for the old medieval kind of
probability that was an attribute of opinion. Testimony is support by
witnesses, and authority is conferred by ancient learning. People
provide the evidence of testimony and of authority. What was
lacking, was the evidence provided by things. The evidence of things
is not to be confused with the data of sense, which, in much modern
epistemology, has been regarded as the foundation of all evidence.
On the contrary, we should be concerned with that kind of evidence
that J. L. Austin has nicely distinguished from sheer looking:

The situation in which 1 would properly be said to have evidence for the
statement that some animal is a pig is that, for example, in which the beast
itself is not actually on view, but I can see plenty of pig-like marks on the
ground outside its retreat. If I find a few buckets of pig food, that’s a bit
more evidence, and the noises and smell may provide better evidence still.
But if the animal then emerges and stands there plainly in view, there is no
longer any question of collecting evidence; its coming into view doesn’t
provide me with more evidence that it’s a pig, I can now just see that it is
[1962, p. 115].

The evidence that will concern us, then, is not the ‘evidence of the
senses’. In Austin’s examples, it is the evidence of things, such as the
pig bucket, and perhaps also the noticeable noises and smells. These
olfactory and auditory objects are not private experiences but
rackets and stenches as public as pigsties.

The evidence of things is distinct from testimony, the evidence of
witnesses and of authorities. Probably Austin did not mention
witnesses because they seem parasitic on the evidence of things. We
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rely on them when we can not be at the scene ourselves. We use
authorities when we are ignorant. People and books, whether they
be authorities or chance witnesses, seem to stand in place of
ourselves. They report on evidence that they have been able to
acquire, and so it seems to us that they are not the basic kind of
evidence. The Renaissance had it the other way about. Testimony
and authority were primary, and things could count as evidence only
insofar as they resembled the witness of observers and the authority
of books.

Our form of the distinction between these two kinds of evidence,
testimony and the evidence of things, is quite recent. It was clearly
stated in 1662, at the end of the Port Royal Logic. The authors call
the evidence of testimony external or extrinsic. The evidence of
things is called internal. One may find this distinction a few years
earlier, for example in Hobbes, but it is, in the hands of these
authors, a new distinction. It is our distinction, and characterized in
a way that we understand: the primary evidence, the evidence of
things, is ‘internal’, and thereby basic, while testimony is ‘external’.

I claim not only that the distinction is new, but also that the very
concept of internal evidence was new. Internal evidence must not be
confused with verisimilitude. We say that a proposition has veri-
similitude when it is a proposition of the sort that is true. For
example, when in 1440 Lorenzo Valla (¢. 1406-57) exposed the
fraudulent Donation of Constantine, he did so in a way that modern
textual critics find very strange. Indeed, as one of these has
remarked to me, ‘he did not use any evidence at all’’ Lorenzo
instead considered whether the Donation is the sort of thing that
could have happened. Constantine, according to documents, do-
nated the Roman Empire to the Church after his miraculous cure
from leprosy. Lorenzo imagines a long conversation between
Constantine, giving the Empire to Pope Sylvester, and Sylvester
declining. No Emperor would ever give away his dominion, nor any
Vicar of Christ accept it. And look at the very prose, continues
Lorenzo: it is not the sort of thing to occur in an historical
document.

Modern textual critics take solecisms and historical anachronisms
as evidence that a text is faulty or fraudulent. That is a case of one
thing (these particular words) serving as evidence against the claim
that the whole text is sound. Just like Austin’s pig-food, they are
instances of one thing being evidence for another. We can recognize
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the production of some evidence in Lorenzo’s polemic, but Lorenzo
himself is not arguing that way. He is saying that this document is
not like a true document: it lacks verisimilitude. Evidence, in my
usage, is a matter of inferring one thing from another thing, while
verisimilitude is a matter of one thing being, or not being, what it
seems or pretends to be.

The kind of evidence that I have in mind consists in one thing
pointing beyond itself. This must be further clarified. It is non-
deductive pointing. A single observation that is inconsistent with
some generalization points to the falsehood of the generalization,
and thereby ‘points beyond itself’. But this pointing is by way of
reductio ad absurdum, a demonstrative form of argument. Such
form of argument was well known to the scientia of medieval times
and the early Renaissance. Here is a typical example, by the
Archbishop of Canterbury, John Pecham (c. 1230-92).

Proposition 28: Sight occurs through lines of radiation perpendicularly
incident on the eye. This is obvious, for unless the species of the visible
object were to make a distinct impression on the eye, the eye could not
apprehend the parts of the object distinctly. [Lindberg 1970, p. 109].

This is from a manuscript which, under the name Perspectiva
Communis, circulated widely in the fourteenth century. Whether or
not the argument be persuasive, the form of the argument seems
plain enough. Sight occurs through lines of sight perpendicular to
the eye, or it does not. We have a known fact inconsistent with the
latter, so the former must be true.

Demonstration, testimony and verisimilitude were quite well
understood at the beginning of the Renaissance. Only internal
evidence was lacking. Now to say that there was no concept of
internal evidence is not to say that people did not use what we call
evidence. Doubtless men have long inferred that there was a pig in
the thicket from the sound, smell, and broken branches. But dogs
and boars can tell there is a pig, and do not thereby have a concept of
evidence. We do not deny that men in the Renaissance were able to
take advantage of what we call the evidence. I deny that their
description of this practice was at all like our description, or even fits
into any present category.

Naturally I here make no claim about Sanskrit or Greek concepts
of evidence. I am concerned with a specific lack at a particular time,
and am interested in what stood in place of evidence. This, as we
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shall see, was the ‘sign’. What happened to signs, in becoming
evidence, is largely responsible for our concept of probability. We
cannot even speculate about how another concept of probability
might have emerged elsewhere at another time, from the transfor-
mations in another culture.

It will be my claim, in the next chapter, that the concept of
internal evidence of things is primarily a legacy of what I shall call
the low sciences, alchemy, geology, astrology, and in particular
medicine. By default these could deal only in opinio. They could
achieve no demonstrations and so had to resort to some other mode
of proof. The high sciences, such as optics, astronomy, and
mechanics, still lusted after demonstration and could, in many
cases, seem to achieve it. They could scorn opinio and any new mode
of argument. New modes of argument arose, perforce, among the
students of opinion. I shall be using some of the more bizarre
examples taken from the hermetics because they so forcefully
illustrate what seems to me to be important, but we can find exactly
the same emergence of the ‘sign’ and the new kind of evidence in the
sane and cautious words of the geologist Agricola (1490-1555) who
remained in the established cloisters, as we shall find in the drunken
speculations of the itinerant physician Paracelsus (1493-1541).

Before proceeding to the study of signs, I should make a
distinction between evidence and experiment. There is an ongoing
debate among historians of science as to the roots of the ‘experi-
mental method’. Some historians attribute the method to the
growing self awareness of the new mechanics. Their chief hero is
Galileo, a man who, even if he did not experiment as much as was
once thought, admired and imagined many experiments. Other
historians emphasize the role of the low sciences, emphasizing the
bizarre laboratories of the new physicians and alchemists. Yet a
third school of history claims that there are different experimental
traditions that converge in the seventeenth century. Since I shall be
discussing the origin of the concept of something like ‘inductive
evidence’ it may seem as if I can contribute to this debate about
origins, but that impression is largely illusory.

To begin with, we may distinguish, abstractly, numerous kinds of
experiment. I shall call them, for ease of reference, the test, the
adventure, the diagnosis, and the dissection. The dissection is a
matter of taking something apart to see what is inside. It has a
primarily visual motivation. The early dissections of Vesalius and
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his peers have been much studied in the history of science, although
undoubtedly the more recent positivist thesis, that seeing is believ-
ing, has distorted our understanding of what was once done in the
dissecting room. The test is entirely different, and operates by that
inner seeing which is deduction. One tests an hypothesis H when H
implies that if event E occurs, then result R will follow. One
endeavours to make E occur. If R fails to follow, then His confuted.
If R does follow, H is thereby corroborated. We have come to think
of a positive result of a test as somehow conveying inductive
evidence for H, but that was not the original intention, for there was
no concept of inductive evidence. Passing the test was often called a
proof of H. Here proof bears that old sense we still find in
expressions like ‘printers’ proofs’ or, ‘the proof of the pudding is in
the eating’.

The test is conducted in circumstances where, if one believes the
theory, one has firm expectations about the outcome. An adventure,
in contrast, is guided by no good theory and we may only guess what
will happen. Much early alchemy seems to have been adventure.
You heated and mixed and burnt and pounded to see what would
happen. An adventure might suggest an hypothesis that can subse-
quently be tested, but adventure is prior to theory.

An adventure is an end in itself. Indeed, the ultimate aim may be
to make gold or to find out more about the universe, but the
adventure is done for its own sake. To this we contrast the diagnosis.
In a diagnosis, for example, you add substances to the urine of a sick
man, collect the precipitate and pound it. Perhaps you can only
guess the outcome, but this is not a pure adventure. Rather, from
the character of the precipitate you infer what is wrong with the
patient. The surgeon cuts up live people and the anatomist dissects
the dead, but the physician must be content with reading the signsin
his laboratory.

Tests, adventures, dissections and. diagnoses all provide ‘evi-
dence’. The evidence that they provide is of differing kinds. The test
demonstratively refutes an hypothesis, or else corroborates it. The
adventure suggests a theory. The dissection exhibits the inner
working of man and beast. My preceding discussion has excluded all
these kinds of evidence. The Middle Ages possessed a concept of
each kind of evidence provided by such experiments. Only the
diagnosis gains, in the Renaissance, a new conceptualization. It uses
a thing, the precipitate, as evidence for another thing, the state of
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man’s insides. It is not a matter of simply looking, nor a matter of
testing, nor a matter of guessing a new law in the light of an
adventure. It is the evidence of one thing that points beyond itself.

The ‘experimental method’ is truly of many kinds and has many
origins. The internal evidence of things need not be conceptualized
before there is experimental method. The diagnosis has not that
much to do with the origin of the experimental method. It may,
however, have something to do with the interpretation in the
seventeenth century, when ‘the experimental method of reasoning’
became exalted above all else. It became fashionable to regard all
experiment as what I have been calling diagnosis. In the old
Aristotelian tradition scientia was to proceed by the demonstration
of effects from first causes. In the new science, one was to infer the
causes from experiment. The old causes got at the essence of things.
The new causes were efficient causes, explaining how things were
made to work. You inferred the efficient causes from experiment.
You inferred something small, inner, atomic, and precise from
something, large, outer, gross and inaccurate. Just as the physician
read the state of his patient from the signs in the urine, so the
scientist was supposed to read the state of the atomic world from his
crude diagnostic tools. In this way the test, for example, was
transformed. The tests of the old scientia were demonstrative, and
the result of passing a test was just that: passing a test. But in the
new philosophy of the inductive sciences the result of passing a test
was to get new inductive evidence for the hypothesis. One was, as it
were, diagnosing the good health of the hypothesis. Karl Popper’s
methodology of science, brilliantly expounded in his Logic of
Scientific Discovery, is an attempt to cast out from science the
alchemists, the physicians, and their diagnostic experiments, re-
turning science to a plain demonstrative model.

We can here better understand a certain ambiguity in the
philosophers’ term of art, ‘inductive evidence’. It has come to mean
two things. On the one hand is evidence for a generalization or even
for a law of nature, gained from particular observation and experi-
ment. On the other is the induction from particular to particular.
Hume, in fact, chiefly considers the latter, as when he wonders
whether this piece of bread before me is nourishing. J. S. Mill went
so far as to claim that all inference is from particulars to particulars,
generalizations being merely the schema of particular inference. In
the Renaissance the evidence of particular things for particular
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things emerged first. The ‘proof’ of generalizations earlier used
deductive modes of inference, as in my quotation from Pecham.
When all experiments began to be conceived of as diagnosis, one
was no longer diagnosing the state of the hidden liver, but rather the
hidden laws of the universe, and so inductive inference for general-
izations, and induction from particulars to particulars, become
conceived of as in the same line of business.

Thus I do admit that my thesis on the origin of the concept of
evidence may connect with current debates on the experimental
method. This is not because our low scientists were peculiarly
experimental, but because one kind of experiment in which they
engaged had much to do with the subsequent interpretation of all
post-Aristotelian science. Doubtless the technology devised by the
proto-chemists affected what men did, but the true effect, of lasting
importance to the new civilization, may lie in how men thought
about what they did. Probability and the new understanding of
experiment both had as their preconditions a transformation of an
old concept of sign into a new concept of evidence. That we must
now describe.
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To understand the new kind of evidence delineated in the preceding
chapter we must not look at the physicists competing for demon-
strative knowledge but at the purveyors of opinion whom I have
called the low scientists. The early empirics whom Francis Bacon so
denigrated were chiefly alchemists, astrologers, miners and physi-
cians. Every man endowed with lively curiosity pursued every trade,
so there is no sharp division into high and low. Cardano, the author
of the first book on probability, was famed both for his skill in
medicine and his talent at mathematics, but for all the breadth of his
interests he can safely be called a student of the low sciences.
Copernicus, well versed in medical lore, was a high scientist.
However we may quarrel about individuals we can often alot a given
piece of work to one category or the other.

Herbert Butterfield has rightly warned that scholars who try to
theorize about alchemy ‘become tinctured with the kind of lunacy
they set out to describe [1957, p. 129]. If we could study the high
science of the Renaissance — Copernicus, say — we might stay quite
sane. But probability emerges from low science. In recounting the
work of the empirics it is of no value sedately to say that they
combine science and occultism, and then leave out the ‘occult’. We
must instead try to absorb an alien conceptual scheme. We must try
to comprehend a science,

in which there are two kinds of operation, one produced by nature itself, in
which there is a selected man through which nature works and transmits her
influence for good or evil, and one in which she works through other things,
as in pictures, stones, herbs, words, or when she makes comets, similitudes,
halos and other unnatural products of the heavens.

These are the words of Paracelsus [ Werke, x11, p. 460]. In his own
time (1493-1541) he was called ‘the Luther of the Physicians’. In
the next era John Donne was to describe him in verse as a greater
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revolutionary than Copernicus. Yet in the mind of Paracelsus that
strange array at the end of my quotation - bilder, stein, kreuter,
wdrter | . . . | cometen, similitudines, halones und ander des gestirns
unnatiirliche generationes were all what modern philosophy calls a
‘natural kind’, namely a collection between which there are mani-
fest family resemblances. The resemblances between words and
stones, herbs and comets, are now lost to us, yet it is the conceptual
scheme engendering such resemblances that we must try to penet-
rate. These are not the idle groupings of a man not given to
distinctions: ‘The physician must know that there are a hundred,
indeed more than a thousand, kinds of stomach’, says Paracelsus
with contempt of those who have a single panacea for all stomach
ache [v1, p. 153]. Nor is he an uncritical reciter of tales:

1 do not compile my textbooks from excerpts of Hippocrates or Galen. In
ceaseless toil I create them anew, founding them upon experience. If I want

to prove anything I do so not by quoting authorities but by experiment and
reasoning [Sudhoff 1894, 1, p. 29].

Paracelsus is a convenient focus for our study of signs. His biog-
raphers portray him as a strange figure, a trifle more bizarre than
many another of the hermetical wandering physicians who could
serve as a model for Faustus. Modern histories of medicine acknow-
ledge him as the man who brought chemistry into medicine, treating
patients not only with herbs and seeds but also with distillates and
precipitates. It is remembered that he challenged Galen’s theories
of antipathy, treating diseases by similar substances rather than by
opposed ones. His new theory of the elements — mercury, salt, and
sulphur — was a great spur to chemistry. But otherwise, in standard
histories, his place is incomparably smaller than his fame in, say
1600. He is a figure of the age who was revered as a great man by
several succeeding generations and then almost forgotten.

The high sciences of the Renaissance have received much schol-
arship, but only now is low science being studied. There is some
debate as to its role in the formation of European thought. Here our
concern is not with the general issue but only with the notion of sign.
Its structure begins with a truism which my last quotation from
Paracelsus will have recalled: in the early Renaissance, books were
too much revered. There is undoubtedly more to the veneration of
ancient manuscripts than mere respect for a newly discovered
classical culture, but that is not our topic. Rather we are concerned
with the transformation from the study of books to the study of
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nature. Notice in passing how perfectly the constant copying and
commenting ties in with the probability of opinio. ‘Probable’ meant
‘approved by the wise’. If we follow the exhortation to write down
only what is probable or demonstrated, then, in that old sense of
‘probable’, it is an analytic truth that we should recopy the words of
others. He who strives after probable opinion can, of necessity, be
only a copyist and a commentator.

Paracelsus and a thousand other voices came to protest the vain
repetition of Galen, Avicenna and the like. But they did not say, let
us abandon this external evidence and proceed to internal evidence.
They did not say, give up copying and look at the facts. Rather they
said, stop studying bad books and start studying good ones. ‘How
can the unlearned man be led out of ignorance to science?’ - ‘Not
through your books, but God’s.” - “‘Which are they?’ — ‘Those which
he wrote with his own fingers.’— ‘Where are they to be
found?’ - ‘Everywhere.’ Nicholas of Cusa (1401-64) wrote that in
his dialogue Idiota [1967, p. 217]. Long before the birth of
Paracelsus the radicals were rejecting the commentaries. The
greatest rejection was that of Martin Luther. But Luther did not
invite us to give up book-learning. He inveighed against vain
testimony, and told us to get back to The Book, to the real
testimony.

The Renaissance did indeed struggle to liberate itself from the
written word and take up the study of nature by experiment. But the
revolutionaries saw themselves as returning to the words that really
have been written. Here is Paracelsus:

The first and highest book of medicine is called Sapienta. Without this book
no one will achieve anything fruitful [. . .] for this book is God himself [. . .]
The second book of medicine is the firmament [. . .] for it is possible to write
down all medicine in the letters of one book {. . .] and the firmament is such
a book containing all virtues and all propositions [. . .] the stars in heaven
must be taken together in order that we may read the sentence in the

firmament. It is like a letter that has been sent to us from a hundred miles
off, and in which the writer’s mind speaks to us [x1, 171-6}.

Many readers will suppose that Paracelsus speaks metaphorically of
books, sentences, letters, alphabet and reading. He does indeed
speak of ‘reading the urine’, it will be protested, but so does last
week’s brochure giving instructions on how to use pregnancy-
testing equipment. The brochure speaks metaphorically. Why not
Paracelsus too? The answer is twofold. First, because he himself
makes no distinction. Second, and more important, because the
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literal sense of his words is essential to the sense of his system. To
see that we must go a little deeper into his scheme of things.

It is well known how Galen ran medicine on the principle of the
mean. Afflictions must be treated by contraries. Hot diseases
deserve cold medicine and moist illnesses want drying agents. Treat
excess of y by something deficient in y and thereby restore the
balance. Paracelsus rebelled; he said that we must treat by similarity
and not by difference. To cure alarge dose of poison treat with a tiny
dose of the same poison. To cure the liver treat with a herb that is
shaped like a liver. He liked to quote Hippocrates’ claim that
experiment is futile. Quite so he said, in Hippocrates’ time, ‘but now
we have a theory!” Since we know what sorts of medicines will be
good for what sorts of ailments, we are able to begin to experiment
with precisely measured doses.

Any theory that treats disease by similarity will require a theory
of similarity. Paracelsus has that. It is the doctrine of signatures.
Each thing has a signature and the physician must master the
signatures. Signatures are ultimately derived from the sentences in
the stars, but a bountiful God has made them legible on earth.
Everything is written. Nature

indicates the age of a stag by the ends of his antlers and it indicates the
influence of the stars by their names. Thus she made liverwort and
kidneywort with leaves in the shape of the parts she can cure [...] Do not
the leaves of the thistle prickle like needles? Thanks to this sign the art of
magic discovered that there is no better herb against internal prickling | x1n,
pp- 376-7].

In our conceptual scheme the names of the stars are arbitrary and
the points on the antler are not. For Paracelsus both are signs and
there are true, real, names of things. He often rants against his
contemporaries and the ancients who called things by their wrong
names, having forgotten, perhaps in Babel or at The Fall, what the
names really are. For example, Paracelsus knew that the metal
mercury, in the correct dosage, would cure syphilis, and he thereby
established medical practice for three centuries. He knew this
despite the fact that his colleagues were killing their patients by
randomly treating syphilitics, among others, with mercury. Syphilis
is signed by the market place where it is caught; the planet Mercury
has signed the market place; the metal mercury, which bears the
same name, is therefore the cure for syphilis.
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The sign was a matter of reading the True Book. Bizarre
hermetics like Paracelsus tell us so, but we do not need to consult
them exclusively. It is a relief to get back to sober instruction, for
example as furnished by Georgius Agricola in De re metallica
[1556]. His method of reading the signs on the surface of the earth
will (we feel) surely help the miner and the entrepreneur for whom
the book is written. We cheer his cautious criticism of the alleged
merits of divining ore from twitches of hazel sticks. This is a man
who understood evidence. He is one of us, it seems, and Paracelsus
seems quite alien. Yet when we look again we find that Agricola too
is telling us how to read aright, and how to find the Sentences on the
earth’s surface that say what minerals are down below. We must
accept that Agricola (born 1490) and Paracelsus (born 1493) use
the same concepts although they have different styles. Nor is this a
phenomenon of the ‘German renaissance’. In Padua, the intellectu-
al capital of the world, we found Fracastoro (born 1483) telling us
that ‘the earth itself shall give thee signs’, ‘as though she knew what
is to come, as she quakes and sighs issue from her entrails’. When
the world gave a sign of p, it attested to p. Hence in the old sense of
‘probable’, p was probable. The proposition p was not probable in
our sense of the word, as having much evidence of experience in its
favour. It was probable in the old sense of the word, as being testified
to by sound authority.

When, however, are signs to be trusted? For although a reading of
the book of the universe, if complete, would always be trustworthy,
we have not yet managed to read the one great sentence that is writ
upon the firmament, and must rely on the microcosm around us.
Not all signs are equally trustworthy. As Fracastoro put it, ‘Some
signs are almost always, others are often to be trusted’, and these are
‘signs with probability’. It is here that we find the old notion of
probability as testimony conjoined with that of frequency. Itis here
that stable and law-like regularities become both observable and
worthy of observation. They are a part of the technique of reading
the true world.

In Chapter 2 I emphasized the duality of the probability that
emerged around 1660. On the one hand it is epistemological,
having to do with support by evidence. On the other hand it is
statistical, having to do with stable frequencies. Any theory on the
emergence of probability must try to explain why the concept that
emerged was dual in just this way. The old medieval probability was
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a matter of opinion. An opinion was probable if it was approved by
ancient authority, or at least was well testified to. This medieval
concept of probability is indeed related to our own, but in a
surprising way. A new kind of testimony was accepted: the tes-
timony of nature which, like any authority, was to be read. Nature
now could confer evidence, not, it seemed, in some new way but in
the old way of reading and authority. A proposition was now
probable, as we should say, if there was evidence for it, but in those
days it was probable because it was testified to by the best authority.
Thus: to call something probable was still to invite the recitation of
authority. But: since the authority was founded on natural signs, it
was usually of a sort that was only ‘often to be trusted’. Probability
was communicated by what we should now call law-like regularities
and frequencies. Thus the connection of probability, namely tes-
timony, with stable law-like frequencies is a result of the way in
which the new concept of internal evidence came into being.

The concept of sign as evidence, with its attendant implications of
testimony, reading, and probability became the standard in all
walks of life. Perhaps it is possible to see this as part of the
intellectual back-sliding and obscurantism that is sometimes attri-
buted to Renaissance thought. Some historians tell us that the high
middle ages were full of ‘good science’ that gradually ran downhill
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. I think that the truth in their
assertions is that scientia ultimately modelled on Aristotelian
canons is collapsing and opinio is still formulating its own kind of
evidence. Be that as it may, I do not claim that the concept of
sign-as-evidence is a ‘progressive’ notion. We note only that it
occurs in more and more of the sentences, written down in those
days, and which have been preserved.

The sign-as-evidence indicates with probability but I do not claim
that the authors who employed it were an ‘influence’ on the
founding fathers of probability. Some historians of ideas are much
concerned with the way in which work of A can influence his
successor B. Two kinds of influence are considered. B may deliber-
ately choose to employ central concepts or techniques of A, or else
B may unwittingly pursue a programme initiated by A. Such talk of
‘influence’ is part of the historians’ language of precursors and
anticipations. It would be amazing if a Paracelsus were an ‘influ-
ence’ on a Pascal or a Leibniz. The mathematicians despised what
they knew of the occult. Yet their contempt for those earlier

44



Signs

hermetical figures does not preclude the possibility that whenever
these geometers thought about opinion, they thought in a conceptu-
al space that was the legacy of the very empirics whom they scorned.
The intellectual objects about which, and in which, the new
mathematicians thought had been formed in the crucibles of the
alchemists and the vials of the physicians.

To prove this we must ourselves stop speculating about precondi-
tions and briefly examine a few actual precursors. We must illustrate
how the generation or so preceding 1660 wrote about non-
demonstrative evidence. We shall show that the arcane events I
have described, taking Paracelsus as model, have become encoded
as the commonsense of the time. Sign-as-evidence has become a
fixed point on the intellectual scene, not a matter for debate or
reflection. I argue this not by ‘interpreting’ the words of early
seventeenth century thought, but by quotation of the actual sen-
tences that had become current.

First, the metaphor of the ‘Author of the Universe’ became
endemic. Even Galileo could find it convenient to talk that way, and
the lesser lights of the time did so everywhere. Here is Galileo,
deliberately popularizing and using the commonsense of the time to
argue for a more mathematical approach to physics:

Philosophy is written in this grand book, the universe, which stands
continually open to our gaze. But the book cannot be understood unless
one first learns to comprehend the language and read the letters in which it
is composed. It is written in the language of mathematics [1957, p. 237].

That sort of talk was everywhere. Mention of signs and probabili-
ty was not quite so universal, and so we can observe, in particular
cases, the groping for a conceptualization which was achieved only
around 1660. Here let us take as examples only the three great
philosophers of the time, Descartes, Gassendi and Hobbes. The first
has no truck with the nascent concept of probability, but the other
two seek it out.

Probability had no place in the schematism of Descartes.
Although he had grave qualms about scientia, he still sought to
demonstrate not only the laws of motion of the planets and the laws
of refraction of light, but also that the blood must be red. Descartes
did employ what many a modern philosopher calls induction: he
argued from observed effects to hypothetical causes. But he insisted
that even though no scholastic would call that ‘demonstration’, it
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still was, in common speech, called demonstration. He did think
that the hypotheses he demonstrated were mere fictions. Historians
usually say this is because he was afraid of the sort of persecution
that fell on Galileo, but there are deeper reasons. That was the only
way in which he could fit the new hypotheses into the old theory of
demonstration. In the waning distinction between high and low
science, Descartes firmly opted for the high, and thereby deter-
mined the course of his philosophy. It had no room for probability.

As a fulcrum between Gassendi and Descartes we may usefully
consider Herbert of Cherbury. His book De veritate was published
in France in 1624. Descartes liked it and said so to his friends.
Gassendi wrote a tract against it. After a theory of knowledge
Herbert presents, in successive chapters, a sliding scale: truth,
revelation, verisimilitude, possibility and falsehood. The ‘ver-
isimilitude’ is entirely based on testimony. Herbert had only the old
theory of opinio derived from witnesses or authority. That was fine
for Descartes who thought that demonstrative science was possible.
It was anathema to Gassendi, who could contend, Quod nulla sit
Scientia, et maxime Aristotelea. There is no demonstrative science!
This is the heading of a celebrated section in his book attacking the
Aristotelians [1658, Lib. 11, Ex. vi].

We use the expressions ‘to have an opinion’ and ‘to know’ interchangeably,
as the practice of everyday speech shows, and if you look at the matter
c&lxrefully, knowledge and opinion can be considered synonyms [1658, 11, vi,
6].

Here is a nice example of the impotence of linguistic philosophy.
Descartes said we commonly use ‘demonstration’ for inference of
hypothesis from effect, so scientia stands inviolate. Gassendi said
science and opinion are synonyms, and thereby denounced the old
interpretation of demonstration. Descartes and Gassendi were both
apostles of the new science, but they were pulling it in opposite
ways.

Gassendi is first in the great line of empiricist philosophers that
gradually came to dominate European thought. Unlike Francis
Bacon (to whom this accolade is usually given) he did not try to
revise the theory of scientia but to demolish it. He was sufficiently a
scientist that he did not risk scorn by trying to work out the
methodology of the empirics, but rather sought for ancient models.
Much of his laborious scholarly production is directed at just this
end. He did not find what he wanted until late in the 1630s. He
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wrote several chapters of the Syntagma about 1636, in which signa
play no serious theoretical role. After he had devoted serious study
to Sextus Empiricus, ‘signs’ are everywhere. [Bloch 1971, p. 145].
He had learned of the stoic conception of signa, which are either
indicative or what Gassendi translates from the Greek hypomnes-
tika as ‘probable’. Modern translators prefer to call the latter
‘associative’ or ‘suggestive’. Smoke is an associative sign of fire
because smoke and fire have often been observed together, so that
the presence of smoke calls fire to mind. O. R. Bloch summarizes
the consequences of Gassendi’s use of this stoic doctrine:

It is in terms of signs that Gassendi developed his account of all kinds of
scientific reasoning, accumulating astronomical and geometrical examples
in order to show that it is through the use of signs that the astronomer and
the mathematician become able to establish hidden truths [Ibid., p. 146].
According to Gassendi, even syllogistic proof is a matter of signs,
for the middle term in a syllogism is a sign. There was many a
Pyrrhonist of the day who could echo Gassendi and say that there is
no science. But Gassendi did not take the next step to total
scepticism. On the contrary, the old demonstrations are preserved
by his theory of indicative signs, and less certain knowledge is
analysed by the theory of probable signs.

A great deal has, however, happened to the concept of sign when
it passed from the language of the physician to the sign which is the
deliberate, conscious, and understood expression of internal evi-
dence. It is necessary, for example, to make the distinction between
natural signs, and conventional ones. Paracelsus, remember,
classed words with comets, halos, and statues. He thought that the
(true) names of the stars are signs in exactly the way in which the
points on a stag’s antlers signify the animal’s age. Of course it had
always been realized that we can choose names at will, but wilful
names were not true signs at all. The physician, chemist and
astronomer must aim first and foremost at discovering the correct
names of things. There is no element of convention in that. The
discovery that all names are conventional thunders us into modern
philosophy.

Arbitrary and conventional signs are carefully distinguished in
the Port Royal Logic, the same book from which I took my
terminology of internal and external evidence. Hobbes also very
sharply distinguishes ‘arbitrary’ and ‘natural’ signs. Once natural
signs have been distinguished from any sign of language, the
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concept of internal evidence is also distinguished. Hobbes was also
able to record, almost casually, the connection between natural
signs and the frequency of their correctness. By 1640 he wrote:

This taking of signs by experience, is that wherein men do ordinarily think,
the difference stands between man and man in wisdom, by which they
commonly understand a man’s whole ability or power cognitive; but this is
an error; for the signs are but conjectural; and according as they have often
or seldom failed, so their assurance is more or less; but never full and
evident: for though a man have always seen the day and night to follow one
another hitherto, yet can he not hence conclude they shall do so, or that
they have done so eternally: experience concludeth nothing universally. If
the signs hit twenty times for one missing, a man may lay a wager of twenty
to one of the event; but may not conclude it for a truth [ Human Nature,1v.
10].

Here, in a text published in 1650, probability has emerged in all
but name. The new internal evidence and the witting cognizance of
frequency go hand in hand in a glove that bears one word: ‘sign’.
The space, in which the concept of probability was to emerge, is
complete.
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6
THE FIRST CALCULATIONS

The first faltering steps towards a European arithmetic of games of
chance have been well chronicled by @ystein Ore [1953, 1960] and
others. The only sixteenth-century book on the subject was not
published until 1663, but throughout the sixteenth century various
exercises on random phenomena occur in the commercial tracts that
we now recognize as the start of European algebra. There are two
fairly distinct aspects of these anticipations of probability theory:
combinatorial problems, and problems about repeated gaming. The
latter concern the division of spoils in an incompleted game. They
form part of a large corpus of ‘division problems’ that arise in trade,
and most of which have no aleatory basis. No one was able to solve
those that were related to chance. It would be a brave interpreter of
these early exercises who could assert, with confidence, that the
authors had any idea that they were dealing with a new kind of
subject matter. They were attacking one of a host of problems of
‘fairness’ that beset the new merchant class, and probability, in
general, had nothing to do with these.

Combinatorial problems have a different kind of history. They
become hooked up with the division problem in a clear and
recognizable way only in the time of Pascal. Roughly speaking,
combinatorial problems remain thoroughly in league with the
alchemical magic of signs until the sign itself is liberated from that
background in the seventeenth century. The great alchemist
Raymond Lulle (1234-1315) is usually cited as the founder of the
theory of combinations. He hoped to represent all the elements of
the world by their true signs and then, by generating all possible
combinations of signs, to produce true signs for all possible com-
pounds in the universe. One would then know how to make any
possible thing. The great combinatorial work follows this tradition.
In a recent article Eberhard Knobloch [1971] shows how this
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motivation persists quite explicitly even in Leibniz’s Ars com-
binatoria, which is probably the first monograph on the theory of
combinations, and which Leibniz himself came to see was integrally
related to probability theory. Although the spectre of the old theory
of signs long infected combinatorial arithmetic, I have discussed
that enough, and in this chapter we can attend more to the actual
calculations, whatever their occult origins.

We cannot entirely exclude astrology, magic, and signs even if we
restrict ourselves to dicing. The first known enumeration of combi-
nations of outcomes from three dice, described in Kendall [1956], is
part of an explicit device for reading the future. Each throw has
associated with it a particular concatenation of astrological ele-
ments, so that the heavens are divided into 216 units corresponding
to the possible outcomes with three dice. Apparently one threw the
dice to obtain a cheap and unreliable horoscope. No magus can have
had much truck with such matters. I have argued that the concep-
tion of frequency and of partial degree of belief arise from the low
sciences, but that transformation occurs at a level quite different
from that of the charlatans with the dice.

We do find, in fifteenth-century Italy, genuine attempts to apply
the new algebra to problems of gaming. The division problem is a
touchstone throughout the whole period. Two (or several) players
compete for a prize that is awarded after one of them has won n
games. Player A has won more games than B, and through some
intervention they must quit before reaching n. How should the prize
be divided? Everyone agrees that A should get more than B, but
how much more? In 1494 Luca Pacioli cast the problem in this
form:

A team plays ball in such a way that a total of 60 points is required to win the
game, and each goal counts 10 points. The stakes are 10 ducats. By some
incident they cannot finish the game, and one side has 50 points and the
other 20. One wants to know what share of the prize money belongs to
either side. [1494, fol. 197 r.]

Ore [1960] says he has found this kind of problem in an Italian
manuscript of 1380, and conjectures that the problem is of arabic
origin. But people could not solve this problem: ‘I have found that
opinions about the solution differ from one man to another’, Pacioli
tells us, ‘but all seem insufficient in their arguments. I state the truth
and give the correct way to solve this problem.’
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Cardano (1501-76), writing perhaps in 1564, says ‘there is an
evident error in the determination of the shares that even a child
should recognize’, but does not give a correct solution. In a similar
case, with 6 goals, A having scored 5 and B 3, his rival Tartaglia
(1499-1559) divided the prize 2:1. He seems to have reasoned as
follows. A is 2 games ahead of B. This is} of the total number of
games required to win. Hence A should take { of the stakes. The
remainder is divided evenly, giving A an advantage over B in the
ratio 2:1. Tartaglia himself was not optimistic about this solution,
owning that ‘the resolution of such a question must be judicial
rather than mathematical, so that in whatever way the division is
made there will be cause for litigation’ {1556, 1. fol. 266 1].

In 1558 G. F. Peverone did better. Let it be given that A will win
if he takes the next game, and that he is staking one unit. If B also
has only one game to go, he will stake one unit too. That is, the prize
ought to be divided equally. If B has two games to go, he ought to
pay 2 more units to get to the position of having only one game to
go. Hence the prize should be divided as 3: 1. If B has three games to
go he ought to pay twice as much again, namely 4 units, to get to the
position of only two games to go, and so the solution to Pacioli’s
problem would be 7:1. This at least seems to be his reasoning. 7:1 is
also what we call the right answer, although by an apparent slip,
contrary to his own rules, Peverone gives the answer 6:1. M. G.
Kendall [1956] calls this one of the great near misses of probability
mathematics.

Not all combinatorial problems were unsolvable. Galileo
furnishes the most lucid examples of success. How many equal
alternatives arise in tossing three dice? It was more common to play
with three dice rather than two, and three dice were regularly used
in telling fortunes. Kendall describes an accurate partition of
outcomes that perhaps dates from around 1200. But in applying
such partitions to probability we must exercise some care. The
outcome 3, for example, can arise in just one way: 1-1-1. The
outcome 4 also has one partition: 1-1-2. Unlike 3, the partition of 4
has three permutations: 1-1-2, 1-2-1, and 2-1-1. It is not obvious
that permutations rather than partitions are equally probable.
Indeed it is arguably an empirical fact about dice that can only be
learned from observation.

In case the probabilities of compound outcomes with dice should
now be so well established as to seem a priori, it may be useful to
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update the example. Consider elementary particles of microphysics.
The natural generalization of dice takes r dice with n faces, thus
giving n’ equiprobable alternatives - or, to express it differently, this
is the distribution of r objects into n cells. This is called the
Maxwell-Boltzmann system. So far as is known, no particles obey
the Maxwell-Boltzmann laws, which apply to indistinguishable
particles. If however we consider that arrangements of particles are
indistinguishable, we get the Bose—Einstein statistics. If we add the
further condition that it is impossible for two or more particles to be
in the same cell, and assign equal probability to all arrangements
satisfying that condition we get the Fermi—Dirac statistics. It is an
empirical fact that photons obey the Bose-Einstein statistics,
electrons obey the Fermi-Dirac statistics, and dice obey the
Maxwell-Boltzmann statistics.

Leibniz once made the mistake of supposing that with dice
partitions (rather than permutations) form the Fundamental Proba-
bility Set of equal alternatives. That is, he accepted the
Bose-Einstein statistics for dice! Galileo was less prone to error. In
a brief memorandum he relates that someone has been puzzled by a
seeming contradiction between two facts. With three dice ‘9 and 12
can be made up in as many ways as 10 and 11°. Each, that is, can be
decomposed into 6 partitions. However ‘it is known from long
observation that dice players consider 10 and 11 to be more
advantageous than 9 and 12°. Galileo’s solution is immediate. There
is a ‘very simple explanation, namely that some numbers are more
easily and more frequently made than others, which depends on
their being able to be made up with more variety of numbers’. In
particular the 6 partitions of 9 and 12 break down into 25
permutations, while the 6 partitions of 10 and 11 decompose into 27
permutations. If permutations are equally probable, then 11 is more
advantageous than 12 in the ratio 27:25.

It seems natural to call this our first witness of the refutation of a
statistical hypothesis by ‘long observation’. We have the hypothesis
that permutations are equally probable versus the hypothesis that
partitions are equally probable; the latter is inconsistent with the
facts, while the former fits the facts perfectly. It would have been
easier to test by observing the relative proportion of 4 and 3, of
which there are the same number of partitions but 4 has three times
as many permutations. However, in standard dice games 4 and 3
were ‘hazards’, that is to say, numbers deemed too difficult to make,
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and such that all bets were called off when 3 or 4 occurred. Hence
long experience was not recorded, whereas the fortunes of those
who bet on 9 through 12 were well known.

I have described Galileo’s problem as a conflict between experi-
mental result and a particular theory. Maistrov [1974] disagrees. He
thinks that the ratio 27:25 is too near equality for anyone to notice
the discrepancy. There was, after all, no statistical technique for
hypothesis testing, and Italian dice were probably imperfectly
symmetric, adding distortions that would outweigh any tendency to
get 12 slightly more often than 11.

This problem of interpretation recurs, especially in connection
with the Pascal-Fermat correspondence. Are we to think of these
probability puzzles as arising in part from empirical data, or are they
of purely arithmetical origin? It is impossible to answer with
certainty. On the one hand Galileo actually tells us that ‘long
observation’ produces the puzzle. On the other hand, we know that
taking averages of results was rather foreign to science until Galileo
himself started taking means. Yet we may throw in the balance an
observation of Kendall’s. Long before anyone could prove,
mathematically, that in poker a straight is more common than a
flush, it was a standard part of the game to value the flush more
highly. Indeed in general the ranking and values of various tosses
was known with considerable exactitude. Kendall cites craps ac-
cording to whose rules the chance of the first player ought in fairness
to be 4. In fact it is very close, 244/493. Thus there exists a great deal
of correct empirical lore. Hence I am inclined to believe exactly
what Galileo reports, that ‘long observation’ had taught people that
11 is better than 12.

Galileo had a sense of probability concepts worthy of his genius.
Maistrov [1974] and Eisenhart [1971] dwell on his sophisticated
appreciation of the method of combining discrepant observations,
while Todhunter {1865, p. 5] notes a curious controversy on the
relative virtues of the arithmetic versus the geometric mean. One
feature, however, is not peculiar to Galileo. He is explicity con-
cerned with the relative frequencies of different outcomes. At this
stage in history the probability calculus is a calculus of frequencies.
These evident facts need emphasizing because Carnap said that in
1866 John Venn ‘was the first to advocate the frequency concept
[. . .] unambiguously and systematically’ [1950, p. 186]. In case this
suggests that the frequency concept (as opposed to a subjective or
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logical concept of probability) emerged only in 1866, we must insist
on its unambiguous presence three centuries earlier. No one can
doubt this after reading the first book about games of chance. It was
written by Cardano around 1550 — the date 1564 is often canvassed.
It was not printed until 1663, but Cardano’s lectures were popular
and although his work could not have much direct influence on
subsequent generations, he does serve to show what people of his
time thought was their object of enquiry. Here is a typical remark:

In three casts of two dice the number of times that at least one ace will turn
up three times in a row falls far short of the whole circuit, but its turning up
twice differs from equality by about = . The argument is based upon the fact
that such a succession is in conformity with a series of trials and would be
inaccurate apart from such a series [De ludo aleae, Ch. 11].

We wonder exactly what Cardano meant by ‘the whole circuit’. It is
something like the number of equiprobable outcomes. The rest of
this quotation is plain enough. Venn, the alleged first frequentist,
wrote that ‘the fundamental conception which the reader has to fix
in his mind as clearly as possible, is, I take it, that of a series. Butitis
a series of a peculiar kind, one of which no better compendious
description can be given than that which is given by the statement
that it combines individual irregularity with aggregate regularity’
[1866, p. 4]. We have no doubt that Cardano had fixed this idea in
his mind. Another characteristic remark of Cardano’s is instructive:

I am as able to throw 1, 3 or 5 as 2, 4 or 6. The wagers are therefore laid in
accordance with this equality if the die is honest, and if not, they are made
so much the larger or smaller in proportion to the departure from true
equality [Ch. 9].

David [1962, p. 58] singled out this passage as the real novelty in
Cardano’s work. For the first time, she says, we find an explicit
idealization to a number of equal alternatives based on the abstrac-
tion of a fair die. Philosophers will find additional interest in such
passages. There has recently been much discussion of a ‘propensity’
interpretation of probability by Karl Popper which is known to have
been anticipated by C. S. Peirce. The idea is that a probability
statement about dice, say, asserts a propensity, tendency, or
disposition of the dice to display certain stable frequencies on
repeated trials. There is some infighting as to whether such propen-
sities can be sensibly applied to single cases or not, but we evade that
issue here. It is clear that Galileo’s phrase about some outcomes
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being ‘more easily or frequently made’ refers to the propensities of
the dice. Cardano, in the above quotation said ‘Tam possum
proiicere [...]' speaking of his ‘ability’ to throw various combina-
tions. Indeed we shall see that such dispositional terms are subse-
quently supplemented by talk of the proclivities of the dice to yield
various outcomes. ‘Proclivity’ in the dictionary is a synonym for
propensity! The word ‘probability’ is not used in these connections
for another century. In this respect one must be cautious of
translations. For example Gould, translating Cardano, has: ‘the
desired result may or may not happen with equal probability’ [Ch.
11)]. Cardano had written, in totidem enim potest contingere & non
contingere. If we seek a smooth translation, that of Gould is fine. But
it does not imply that the probability of opinion, described in
Chapter 3 above has been formally expressed in the theory of
chances.

There is, however, no anachronism in taking such expressions as
Cardano’s to show that he had some sort of ‘propensity’ attitude to
aleatory chance. That still leaves open how Cardano conceived of
the equal propensity, proclivity, ability or facility of a die toland on
each of its six faces. We have very little comprehension of how the
Renaissance conceived any sort of influence, power, or potentiality.
As well as being a gambler and an algebrist, Cardano was a
physician and a metaphysician. His fame as a doctor of medicine ran
from Italy through Paris and the Low Countries even to Scotland,
where he was brought, at great expense, by the Duke of Hamilton.
We ought to obtain some notion of his concept of causality from his
ample writing on nature and on disease. At present that can only be
a project and a programme.

Michel Foucault has used Cardano in counterpoint to Paracelsus.
Where Paracelsus preached the doctrine of similitude, Cardano
hewed to the older line of antipathy [1970, Ch. 2]. But Cardanesque
antagonism and Paracelsian similarity constitute theories born from
the same intellectual womb. In neither Paracelsus nor Cardano can
we readily grasp what ‘makes things happen’. Nor, I think, did such
thinkers grasp it themselves. Like all their fellow empirics they
could not divorce themselves from the medieval view of causality
that was still professed by high science. Yet there was no place in
their day-to-day work for causes that could be proven from
common notions and first principles. Cardano seems to have tackled
the problem seriously in his book, written in 1550, on ‘subtlety’.
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Subtiltas, we learn from the first page, is almost the very medium of
causality, or at least, the medium of interaction of all things. It is that
through which antipathies have their effects, it is that through which
the mind takes in data from the senses and renders them intellec-
tual. It is that through which the heavenly bodies determine the
destiny of man. It is that through which nature reveals itself to us in
signs.

It may be admissible to see Cardano and other students of chance
adopting a ‘propensity’ attitude towards dice: they conceive the dice
as having various tendencies to fall in various ways. But it is quite
improper to identify this concept of ‘tendency’ with anything that
has recently gained a place in modern philosophy. Propensities have
been introduced by current thinkers to place random phenomena in
the confines of twentieth century concepts of causality. When the
concept of cause in the Renaissance is so alien to ours, and is indeed
being transformed, unwittingly, by the very writers whom we study,
it would be absurd to identify any Renaissance metaphysics of
chance with any that is current today.

What of the claim that probability emerged only in 1660? Do we
not find all the germs of a reflective study of chance in
Cardano? Yes indeed: it has been no part of my thesis that there
were never precursors nor anticipations. Cardano was physician
extraordinary, proud astrologer, and mathematician enough to try
to claim that he had solved the cubic equation. He was deeply
aware, in his own way, of many of the ingredients that in due course
coalesced to form the space in which probability did emerge. It is
not so noteworthy that there was such a precursor, but rather, that
although he was an eminent if bizarre character, his work on chance
sank into oblivion. The book was not even published until the
birth-decade of probability. When the division problem and the like
were again taken up just before 1660, their Italian sources were
entirely forgotten. In none of its forms, and by none of its names,
had the new probability entered the discourse of Europe until that
time. I do not in any way mean to play down the interest of that
historical figure, Cardano. Our study is not of great men but rather
of an autonomous concept. Some may be bold enough to assert that
out of some historical necessity probability could not have
become public property at the time of Cardano. More modestly we
say only that it did not. It waited another century.
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THE ROANNEZ CIRCLE

Poisson’s famous sentence puts the matter succinctly if inaccurate-
ly: A problem about games of chance proposed to an austere Jansenist
by a man of the world was the origin of the calculus of probabilities
[1837, p. 1]. Leibniz reports it at greater length: ‘Chevalier de
Méré, whose Agréments and other works have been published - a
man of penetrating mind who was both a gambler and
philosopher — gave the mathematicians a timely opening by putting
some questions about betting in order to find out how much a stake
in a game would be worth, if the game were interrupted at a given
stage in the proceedings. He got his friend Pascal to look into these
things. The problem became well known and led Huygens to write
his monograph De Aleae. Other learned men took up the subject.
Some axioms became fixed. Pensioner de Witt used them in a little
book on annuities printed in Dutch’ [P.S. v, p. 447].

This story is so familiar that it is, perhaps, the only incident in the
early history of probability that may be called common knowledge.
Since the circumstances have aroused such general interest, I shall
depart from my usual practice and say a little more about what
actually happened. When we pass from a study of the texts to more
anecdotal concerns, we shall in general find that Leibniz, whom I
have just quoted, is an admirable witness. He made no serious
formal contribution to probability theory, but he had a lasting and
profound interest in the subject. Indeed he was the first philosopher
of probability. He was the first to insist that probability theory can
serve in a branch of logic comparable to the theory of deduction.
Before coming to Paris, and before mastering the work of ‘Pascal,
Huygens and others’ he had tried to develop an arithmetic of
probability that was not based on games of chance, and hence was
potentially more general in application. He also wrote the first
monograph on the theory of combinations, and saw its relation to
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probability theory. He was the first to try to axiomatize probability
as a pure inferential science. He saw how a generalized theory of
games should be the .foundation for making any quantitative
decision in situations where one must act on inconclusive evidence.
If we abstract him from his environment, he often seems a twentieth
century figure. So it is useful, to some extent, to watch the growth of
probability arithmetic through his eyes. He knew all the protagon-
ists except Pascal, who

had recently died when I lived in Paris, but his sister was there, and also his
nephews, the sons of his sister. | had many associations with them, as well as
with the Duke of Roannez, who had been a close associate of Pascal’s, and I
was much influenced by these studies. From them I received some of
Pascal’s unpublished works to read, though they were mostly mathematical
[S-S. 1. 1. p. 533].
Roannez was a gifted amateur whose salon was the meeting place of
the mathematicians and the gentlemen of Paris. If Poisson were
right, we could call Roannez the midwife in the birth of the
probability calculus. The social events surrounding that occasion
have been amply reported, for the relation between the ‘austere
Jansenist’ and the ‘man of the world’ has attracted the imagination
of generations of scholars. There is a letter in which Méré€ writes of a
coach trip to Poitou with his friends the Duke of Roannez and
Damien Mitton. The duke ‘had a mathematical mind, and in order
not to be bored on the way, he had brought along a man neither old
nor young, then very little known, but who has since made a name
for himself. This man was a great mathematician but at the time he
knew nothing but mathematics.” Méré relates how this fellow
gradually learned true wit from his fashionable fellow travellers and
resolved to give up mathematics, all in a three day coach trip.
Frangois Collet [1848] made the happy guess that this
mathematician must have been Pascal. Here was the very occasion
on which Méré presented his problem and probability theory began.
Dramatically, too, we have a clue to Pascal’s occasional renuncia-
tions of mathematics. Collet’s conjecture fitted the known facts
fairly well, but not so perfectly as to prevent Fortunat Strowski
casting Descartes for the coach ride! [1930, n, p. 231}]. Strowski was
certainly mistaken, but was Collet right? Jean Mesnard, the cele-
brated authority on Pascal biography devoted 1100 pages to the
relation between Pascal and Roannez [1965]. His judicious survey
of the documents leads him to the tentative verdict, ‘not proven’.
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Then, after prodigious efforts to find three days during which Méré,
Mitton, Roannez and Pascal could all have been in the same coach,
he concludes that such a date is ‘unfindable’. Méré could not after all
have been writing about Pascal.

It does not matter. Roannez was a constant friend and patron of
Pascal, and a companion of Méré. The Pascal-Fermat correspon-
dence did arise from these friendships. According to Leibniz, it was
Roannez who got Pascal to re-enter the learned world after he had
withdrawn to Port Royal. Pascal had solved many problems on the
cycloid, and Roannez proposed that Pascal should run a competi-
tion and win added acclaim as a mathematician. This could only
improve the force of the apology for religion, which we now call the
Pensées. This was particularly important because the apology was to
include a quasi-mathematical argument for belief in God. The
greater the fame of the author the more he would prove convincing.

The author’s fame had, of course, been amply established
already. No matter how problems about probability were first
presented to Pascal, his solution of them became well known, for
the solution to the division problem was printed at the end of
Pascal’s monograph on the arithmetic triangle. The first question
which Méré asked Pascal is, in itself, a trifling one. In throwing two
dice, how many tosses are needed to have atleast an even chance of
getting double-six? Méré thinks two answers are possible, 24 and
25. It may look as if this is another conflict between theory and
experiment similar to that which prompted Galileo’s note on tosses
with three dice. The answer 25, it may appear, is obtained by
experience, while the answer 24 is got by a mistaken arithmetical
rule. Ore argues powerfully to the contrary [1960]. To begin with,
the discrepancy between the probabilities for 25 and 24 is
small — 491:505. The minuteness of this difference does not in itself
prove that it could not have been noticed in the course of ample
experience of gambling. But Pascal tells us that Méré thought his
problem showed that arithmetic contradicted itself. This suggests
that it is a dispute among mathematical theories that prompts the
problem, and not a conflict between experience and theory. Then
Ore actually reconstructs the alleged contradiction which was
intended to show that arithmetic totters (or at least, se démentoit).

Pascal had little difficulty with Méré’s ‘great scandal’. An elemen-
tary enumeration of possibilities shows that in tossing two dice the
probability of getting double six in 24 throws is only 0.491, while in
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25 throws, it is 0.505. Indeed Pascal has some difficulty understand-
ing how Méré could get any other answer. Ore has explained Méré’s
reasoning. A rule old enough to be found in Cardano runs as
follows. Consider a set-up in which we have one chance in N of
winning at a single trial. Let n be the number of trials required to
have a better than even chance of success. Méré’s rule, apparently,
is that n/Nis constant. In the case of a single die with which we try to
make an ace, say, Nis 6 and n is 4 (because after 4 trials we have
671/1296 chances of getting at least one ace). So n/N'is 2/3. Hence
if N'is 36, as for two dice in trials aiming at double six, n must be 24.
This is the source of the incorrect answer 24. As it happens, Méré’s
curious rule is not absurd, but, on the contrary, is asymptotically
correct. For large numbers it may even have been experimentally
well confirmed. Hence there is a sense in which Méré’s problem
arises from a conflict between experiment and theory. The correct
resolution is to note that the rule is only asymptotically sound, and
does not work for small N.

The general solution to the division problem, on the other hand,
was quite something, for it produced the first thorough understand-
ing of binomial coefficients by way of the arithmetical triangle. That
triangle of numbers had been devised before, by Cardano, for
example, and by the Chinese, but no one well understood what it
meant. Indeed, arguably this was the only significant mathematical
discovery (as opposed to conceptual discovery) in probability until
at the end of the century Jacques Bernoulli discovered limiting
properties of these same coefficients.

As regards the immediate question, the division problem, Pascal
made a step which looks odd. We are concerned to divide the stakes
when one player needs n games to win and the other needs m. Pascal
enumerates all cases in which n + m — 1 games are played, although
commonly the contest would come to an end before that many
games were completed. Pascal wrote to Fermat asking for confirma-
tion of his solution, which Fermat was glad to give. These letters
were soon in the public domain. Poisson is perfectly right to
attribute the foundation of the probability calculus to these letters,
not because the problems were new, nor because other problems
had not been solved by earlier generations, but because here we
have a completely new standard of excellence for probability
calculations.

Problems in probability arithmetic were amply, though often not
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very seriously, discussed. Roannez set several for Leibniz to solve.
Some are comparative trifles about dicing, but a question about
annuities is of some importance, as we shall see. Leibniz is also
partly responsible for the perpetuation of the story about the
relation between Méré and Pascal. Méré is in fact not mentioned by
name (other than by his initial) in the Pascal correspondence. In the
1676 notes on the Roannez problems, Leibniz refers to ‘Mesle,
Pascal and Huguens’ (sic). On several occasions he recites the story
I quote at the beginning of this chapter. Oddly he seems to have
forgotten it later. At any rate he asked another Roannez
visitor — des Billettes — for confirmation of this history and got it in
1696. In the 1702 edition of Bayle’s dictionary he attributed the
Méré-Pascal story to Billettes. It is in that same dictionary that a
curious and inflated letter from Méré to Pascal is published — “You
know that I have discovered such rare things in mathematics that
the most learned among the ancients have never discussed them and
they have surprised the best mathematicians in Europe. You have
written on my inventions, as well as Huygens, Fermat and many
others who have admired them.’ Leibniz’s reaction is characteristic:
‘I almost laughed at the airs which the Chevalier de Méré takes on in
his letter to Pascal.’

Méré was for a long time regarded as the ‘inventor of division in
games’, which is how Huygens describes him, recounting a dinner
party at the Roannez. Huygens’ book on games of chance is the first
printed textbook of probability. He had been working on problems
of probability theory about the time of the Pascal correspondence,
and tried to meet Pascal in 1655, without success. So he went back
to Holland, wrote his own problems, and had them circulated.
Fermat in particular approved, and sent two problems, appended to
Huygens’ book. Moreover, although Pascal was on retreat at Port
Royal, he did convey to Huygens a gambling problem also included
at the end of Huygens’ little book. Nor was personal contact finished
when Pascal went into seclusion. We know from Huygens’ splendid
diary of a second visit to Paris, in 1660, that he saw something of
Pascal, and was in fairly regular conversation with other members of
the Roannez circle. Probability is only a minor aspect of the
intellectual ferment within that group, which has been amply
studied elsewhere.

Pascal is properly remembered as the first significant figure in
probability theory. But this is, I think, partly for the wrong reason.
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The correspondence with Fermat was intrinsically important, and it
got Huygens to work on the subject. But there is a quite different,
and more generally important, contribution that Pascal made to the
appreciation of the new concept of probability. This has never been
taken seriously by historians of probability, and has chiefly been the
preserve of apologists of religion. It is, however, the first contribu-
tion to what we now call decision theory, and, as I shall show, a very
thorough one.
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THE GREAT DECISION

Pascal’s wager (le pari de Pascal) is the name given to some
game-theoretic considerations that concern belief in God. They
were intended as a contribution to apologetics, and became very
widely known as such. But these fragments in the Pensées had an
important byproduct: they showed how aleatory arithmetic could
be part of a general ‘art of conjecturing’. They made it possible to
understand that the structure of reasoning about games of chance
can be transferred to inference that is not founded on any chance
set-up.

The wager is not easy to understand. Logicians have dismissed it.
They have been mistaken. Pascal’s pages contain three distinct
arguments, Each is valid. Each has the form of a decision-theoretic
argument of a sort properly classified and characterized only in this
century. Although Pascal did not state his underlying principles, it
seems clear that he did know what he was doing. The reasoning was
novel, but the popularity of the Pensées made it a familiar fact that
games of chance could serve as models for other problems about
form of decision under uncertainty.

The wager occurs in a passage headed infini —rien, no. 418 in
Lafuma’s numeration, and 233 in Brunschvicg’s. It consists of two
pieces of paper covered on both sides by handwriting going in all
directions. It is full of erasures, corrections, and seeming after-
thoughts. For a photograph, see Brunet [1956]. There is endless
speculation about when and how Pascal wrote these two pages.
Every blot of ink or raindrops on them has been given minute
analysis, for although logicians have so often denounced the
argument it has had a striking attraction for many religious minds.
This has been especially true in our own times when the existential
and non-deductive features of the argument have seemed more
important to moralists and theologians than traditional, more
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deductive, ways to God. Despite this immense amount of scholar-
ship most scholars have been aware only of the rough lines of
Pascal’s thought, and have not discerned its fine structure. So it is
wise to begin with a modern statement of the arguments in question,
and then show how Pascal actually deploys them.

Decision theory is the theory of deciding what to do when it is
uncertain what will happen. Given an exhaustive list of possible
hypotheses about the way the world is, the observations or experi-
mental data relevant to these hypotheses, together with an inven-
tory of possible decisions, and the various utilities of making these
decisions in various possible states of the world: determine the best
decision.

A special case of this problem occurs when no experiments are
made. In the thought that concerns us, Pascal deliberately ‘ties his
hands’ and refuses to look at any observations or experimental data
bearing on the existence of a Christian God. He is writing for the
man who will not countenance miracles, or the doctors of the
church, or the witness of the faithful. So we may restrict our atten-
tion to the logic of decision when there are no experimental data.

Among the valid argument forms investigated by decision theory,
Pascal apprehended three. I call them ‘valid’ in the sense now
favoured by logicians. A valid argument form is one in which the
conclusion follows from the premisses. Colloquially, of course, a
valid argument is one that is pertinent and persuasive. Pascal’s
arguments will not now be found persuasive. This is not because
they are invalid (in the logician’s sense) but because the premisses
of the arguments are, at best, debatable. Here are the three
argument forms that concern us:

(@) Dominance. The simplest special case occurs when one course
of action is better no matter what the world is like. Schematically,
suppose that we have some exhaustive set of possible states of
affairs: we label the states S, S,. . . . Suppose that in some state S;the
utility U, of performing act A, is greater than the utility U; of
performing any other act A;. In no other state of affairs is the utility
of performing A, less than A;. Then, under no circumstances could
A; have happier consequences than A,, and under some cir-
cumstances A, could be better than A, A, is said to dominate A;. If
some acts dominate all others the solution to our decision problem
is, perform a dominating act.

(b) Expectation. The argument from dominance does not con-

64



The great decision

sider how likely are various states of affairs. Even if dominating A, is
better only in a very unlikely state of affairs, then, since A, can never
fare worse than any other act, it is worthwhile performing A.. But
suppose no act dominates, although we do think we know which
states of affairs are more likely than others. Suppose we can assess
the probability of each state of affairs. Then (no matter what one
means by ‘probability’) one argues as follows. We have assigned a
probability p; to each possible state of affairs S; in some exhaustive
set. Let Uj stand for the utility of doing A; if S; actually obtains. The
expected value, or expectation, of A, is the average value of doing
A;: namely ¥ pU;. An argument from expectation concludes with
the advice: Perform an act with highest expectation.

(c) Dominating expectation. It may happen that-we do not know,
or cannot agree on, the probabilities of the various states of affairs.
We can at best agree on a set of probability assignments to the states
S. For example, suppose we agree that the coin is biased toward
heads, but disagree how great is the bias; at least we agree that the
probability of ‘next toss gives heads’ exceeds {. If in some admissible
probability assignment, the expectation of A, exceeds that of any
other act, while in no admissible assignment is the expectation of A,
less than that of any other act, then A, has dominating expectation.
The argument from dominating expectation concludes: Perform an
act of dominating expectation.

The three argument schemes are mutually consistent. If one act
does dominate the rest, then it will be recommended by all three
arguments. If there is no dominating act, but there is an act of
highest expectation, that act will also be the act of dominating
expectation. The argument from dominance is the rarest, most
special case. The argument from dominating expectation is more
widely applicable.

Pascal’s procedure in the thought infini—rien is to offer an
argument from dominance. But if this is rejected, another premise is
added and we obtain an argument from expectation. Then, if the
second lot of premises be rejected, he offers an argument from
dominating expectation. Not all the links forged by Pascal are
transparent, but it is remarkable how these two scratched sheets
that constitute infini— rien conform to this analysis. Here are the
details.

The argument is directed at the sort of person who, not being
convinced of the proofs of religion, and still less by the arguments of
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atheists, remains suspended between a state of faith and one of
unbelief. This assertion is extremely important. A decision problem
requires an exhaustive partition of possibilities. It is taken as a
premise of the argument that either there is no God, orelse thereis a
God whose characteristics are correctly reported by the Church.
The God of the Muslims, for example, is not admitted as a
possibility. It is a corollary that Pascal’s argument is good for any
decision problem with the same formal structure. ‘An Imam could
reason just as well this way’, as Diderot remarked [1746, ‘Addition’
L1x]. Pascal’s partition of states of affairs may be out of place today,
but this is one thought from a book of thoughts. The other thoughts
contain other reasons bearing on this partition. There are also other
arguments directed at other special sorts of person, for example, the
arguments directed at Orthodox Jews whose partition, of course, is
not at all like that of the Parisian man about town.

‘God is, or he is not’ is Pascal’s expression of his partition. “Which
way should we incline? Reason cannot answer.’ That is, there is no
valid proof or disproof of God’s existence. Instead we adopt the
following model:

A game is on at the other end of an infinite distance, and heads or tails is
going to turn up. Which way will you bet?

The model is then reinforced. When reason cannot answer, a
sensible man can say that he will not play the game. Butin our case,
by the mere fact of living, we are engaged in play. We either believe
in God, or we do not.

In addition to a partition of states of affairs a decision problem
requires a list of possible actions. As Pascal sees it, you either act
with complete indifference to God, or you act in such a way that you
will, in due course, believe in his existence and his edicts. There is no
cant to Pascal. He accepts as a piece of human nature that belief is
catching: if you go along with pious people, give up bad habits,
follow a life of ‘holy water and sacraments’ intended to ‘stupefy one’
into belief, you will become a believer. Pascal is speaking to a man
unsure whether to follow this path, or whether to be indifferent to
the morality of the church. The two possible acts are not, ‘Believe in
God’ and ‘Do not believe.’ One cannot decide to believe in God.
One can decide to act so that one will very probably come to believe
in God. Pascal calls that the wager that God is. To wager that He is
not is to stop bothering about such things.
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The decision problem is constituted by two possible states of the
world, and two possible courses of action. If God is not, both
courses of action are pretty much on a par. You will live your life
and have no bad effects either way from supernatural intervention.
But if God exists, then wagering that there is no God brings
damnation. Wagering that God exists can bring salvation. Salvation
is better than damnation. Hence the wager, ‘God is’, dominates the
wager, ‘He is not’. The decision problem is solved by the argument
from dominance.

The argument is valid. The premises are dubious, if not patently
false. Few non-believers now can suppose that Pascal’s partition
exhausts the possibilities. If we allow just one further alternative,
namely the thesis of some fundamentalist sects, that Jehovah damns
all who toy with ‘holy water and sacraments’, then the Catholic
strategy no longer dominates. That is, there is one possible state of
affairs, in which the Catholic strategy does not have the best pay-off.

It is a question for the historian whether Pascal’s argument from
dominance could ever have been effective. Perhaps some Parisians
three centuries ago did believe, say, on the evidence of alleged
revelation, that if there is any supernatural truth, it is that truth
professed by the Church. Such people may have found the argu-
ment persuasive.

From the very first, a fallacious correction has sometimes been
urged. M. J. Orcibal has found the following contemporary note by
Daniel Huet: ‘this reasoning suits all religions; that which proves
too much proves nothing. It proves only the necessity of having
some religion, but not the Christian religion’ [1956, p. 183]. Thisis a
mistake; unless one has independent grounds for excluding the
proposition of an eccentric religion, that all and only religious
people are damnable. This point has been nicely made recently by
James Cargile [1966].

One premise needed for Pascal’s argument is that faith is
catching. His interlocutor does protest, that perhaps a treatment of
holy water and sacraments is not going to work. The theme is not
well developed. One may pedantically urge a partition into three
states of affairs: God is not; God is and one will come to believe by
being pious; and, God is but one will not come to believe by being
pious. The pious strategy still dominates, under the initial assign-
ment of utilities favored by Pascal. There are a good many other
variations and extensions of the partitioning. Also, many of us will
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share William James’ [1897] suspicion that a person who becomes a
believer for the reasons urged by Pascal is not going to get the
pay-offs he hopes for. Although all these questions are crucial to the
merit of the argument as a piece of apologetics, they are irrelevant
to its logical validity. The conclusion does follow from the premises.

So far we have stated only case (a), the argument from domi-
nance. In the course of the argument we assumed that if God is not,
then either course of action has roughly equal utility. But this is
untrue. The libertine is giving up something if he chooses to adopta
pious form of life. He likes sin. If God is not, the worldly life is
preferable to the cloistered one. The wager ‘God is’ does not
dominate, for there is one circumstance (God is not) in which
accepting this wager, i.e. adopting the pious life, has lower utility
than the other wager. When dominance is challenged, we require an
argument from expectation.

The transition to case (b) is swift, perhaps too swift. Having heard
the argument from dominance, the interlocutor says, ‘very well. But
suppose 1 am asked to stake too much?’ This remark is obscure
unless seen in the light of the present analysis. The interlocutor is
protesting that he has to give up something to follow the pious life.
Perhaps he stakes too much, that is, perhaps there is a significant
difference between the utility of the two actions, under the
hypothesis that there is no God. So Pascal has to introduce the
policy of maximizing expectation. If the chances of heads and tails
are equal, and there are equal pay-offs for either outcome, it is a
matter of indifference whether we bet on heads. But if heads pays
twice as much as tails, then clearly we bet on heads. In the agnostic’s
existential situation, the optimal pay-off, if there is no God, is a
worldly life. The optimal pay-off, if there is a God, is salvation, of
incomparably greater value. Hence, if there is an equal chance of
God’s existence or non-existence, the expectation of choosing the
pious life exceeds that of choosing the worldly one. The argument
from expectation concludes: act so that you will come to believe in
God.

This argument from expectation can hardly be maintained.
Although it is valid, it is presented with a monstrous premise of
equal chance. We have no good reason for picking } as the chance of
God’s existence. This argument can work only for people who are,
in the strongest sense, exactly as unsure whether God exists, as they
are unsure whether he does not exist. Against all other agnostics,
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another argument is called for and so another premise is
invoked.

The argument from expectation with an equal probability dis-
tribution requires only that salvation, if God is, is more valuable
than sinful pleasures, when there is no God. But salvation is
infinitely preferable to the joys of the worldly life. No matter how
great may be the daily pleasures of the libertine, they are finite.
Salvation, according to Pascal, is infinitely blessed. Moreover,
although we have no idea of the chance that God exists, it is not
zero. Otherwise there would be no problem. There is a finite
positive chance that God exists. No matter what this finite chance
is — no matter how small - the expectation of the pious strategy with
infinite reward exceeds that of the worldly one. Hence the pious
strategy must be followed. This is case (c), an argument from
dominating expectation.

These three arguments are all valid. None are convincing. All rely
on dubious premises. The arguments are worthless as apologetics
today, for no present agnostic who understood the arguments would
ever be moved to accept all the premises. The most dubious premise
is the partition, with its concomitant assignment of utilities. God is
(and belief in Him brings salvation), or, God is not (and non-
believers who have heard the Word are damned). It is no criticism of
Pascal that he assumes this partition: he is directing his argument at
his fellows who accept it.

Many questions of morality and theology may be adduced against
the wager. What is striking is that Pascal raised the logically relevant
questions. There is a logically special feature of the argument from
dominance, which is challenged if the utility of a libertine life
exceeds that of a pious one, in the event that there is no God. To
allow for this difficulty, we move to the second argument form,
employing probabilities. An equal distribution of probabilities has
some appeal, but that special logical feature is in turn abandoned as
we move to the third argument form.

Throughout this analysis I have freely used the word ’probabi-
lity’. It is not used by Pascal. All the technical terminology is that of
the theory of gaming, of chances and hazards and coins. No one
today would want to say that a chance set-up like a coin or loaded
die determined whether or not God should exist. We would express
the argument in terms of some idea of subjective or personal
probability, saying, for example, that no matter how slender our
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degree of belief in the existence of God, it is not 0. Pascal does not
speak of a quantitative measure of degree of belief. He is saying that
we are in the same epistemological position as someone who is
gambling about a coin whose aleatory properties are unknown. His
judgement relies on an alleged isomorphism between the structure
of a decision problem when objective physical chances are known to
exist, and a decision problem in which there are no objective
physical chances. It was Pascal’s colleagues at Port Royal who first
spoke of measuring something they actually called probability.
Before I develop that part of the story, let us look briefly at how
Pascal’s wager was received by his immediate successors. Here our
concern is not so much with the concept of probability, but with
whether anyone actually understood what Pascal was doing.

The Pensées were not printed by the Port Royal editors until
1670, eight years after the death of Pascal. The immediate fame of
the wager is not attributable only to this edition. The final page of
the first edition of the Port Royal Logic [1662] has a brief summary
of the ideas. Directly after the appearance of the Pensées, readers
such as Leibniz discerned the source of those ideas [see a letter of
1678, S.S. 1. . p. 112]. Locke picked up Pascal’s argument, like
much else, from the Port Royal argument. (Indeed it has regularly
been conjectured that Locke was one of the ‘several hands’ who
translated one of the early English editions.) The actual wager is
described in the Essay Concerning Human Understanding [u. 21.
72]. It excited a good deal of undeserved admiration. Locke thinks
the whole argument follows for anyone who:

will allow exquisite and endless happiness to be but the consequence
of a good life here, and the contrary state the possible reward of a bad one
[...]TIhave forborne to mention anything of the certainty or probability of
a future state, designing here to show the wrong judgement that any one
must allow he makes, upon his own principles, laid how he pleases, who
prefers the short pleasures of a vicious life upon any consideration, whilst
he knows, and cannot but be certain, that a future life is at least possible.

Locke, it is evident, had no conception of probability logic. Leibniz,
in his commentary on Locke called Nouveaux Essaies, simply passes
by Locke’s version of the argument. By the time he read Locke, the
argument had no novelty. In a letter dated 1683, Leibniz’s opinion
on the merits of the wager is unequivocal. He grants that it may have
some uses. Every man must put every argument to what use he can.
However:
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Pascal paid attention only to moral arguments, such as he presented so well
in his little posthumous book of thoughts, but he did not put much value on
the metaphysical arguments that Plato and St. Thomas and other
philosophers and theologians have used in proving the divine existence and
immortality of the soul. In this I do not agree with him. I think that God
speaks to us, not merely in sacred and civil history, but also internally,
within our mind, through truths which abstract from matter, and are
eternal. Even if I should confess that these arguments have not been carried
to the full force of a complete demonstration, they already seem to have as
much force as the moral arguments. I believe that men will gradually
perfect them. [A letter of 1683, §.S. 11.1. p. 533.]

Pascal’s opinion was exactly the opposite. “The metaphysical proofs
of God are so removed from the reasoning of mankind, and so
complicated, that they have no force.” This thought, though appear-
ing in all arrangements of the Pensées a long way from ‘Infini-rien’,
has been shown by Georges Brunet [1956 pp. 48-51] to be one of
four jottings written on the same kind of paper as that Pascal used
for his wager. Itis inferred, with some likelihood, that it was much in
his mind at the time.

Our long quotation may suggest that Leibniz was a little condes-
cending about Pascal’s style. Quite the contrary. A respected
apologist named Michel Mauduit anonymously printed a version of
the argument [1677]. Next year Leibniz contrasts the rhetoric of
this book with that of Pascal: Mauduit ‘is not for people who reason
with application, and who prefer naked thought as in Pascal, where
it is stripped of useless words.’ [S.S. .11, p. 112.]

Mauduit is not that bad: he gives a studious explication of Pascal’s
arguments. He states, in the preface, that the discussion in Pascal ‘is
too short and too fast for something so important’. He fills it out,
and treats objections. He states the simple principle of dominance
as a maxim, ‘used in commerce and all branches of life’. I have not
found the maxim stated earlier. Despite such occasional insights,
Mauduit’s tract is singularly insubtle. He hardly realized that
Pascal’s version of the wager is based on the premise that faith is
catching. Pascal is free from, but Mauduit deserves, these remarks
of Leibniz:

This argument shows nothing about what one ought to believe, but only

about how one ought to act. That is to say, it proves only that those who do
not believe in God should act as if they did.

Pascal would add: because, if they do so, they will in due course
come to believe. Now that is no reason for believing. It is a cause of
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believing. Leibniz is a rationalist about belief. Pascal understands
belief better than Leibniz.

Travesties of Pascal’s argument became common. In 1699 John
Craig incorporated a version of it into his ‘geometrical’ arguments
for faith. He had a theory about the testimony of witnesses. Certain
events are said to have happened in the Holy Land a long time ago.
How reliable are these reports? Craig supposes that the credibility
of the stories diminishes at each telling. By now the stories have
worn a little thin. But because they still have finite probability, and
because of the infinite pay-offs for believing them if they are correct
... and so on.

Craig’s book was popular enough to be republished in 1755. In
Chapter XI of his Essaie philosophique Laplace amused himself by
demolishing the argument, and indeed turns it on its head. The
credibility of a witness is in part a function of the story being
reported. When the story claims to have infinite value, the tempta-
tion to lie for personal benefit is asymptotically infinite. Hence the
biblical tales do not have even finite probability, and the argument
collapses. Curiously, Laplace takes this to refute Pascal. But Pascal
explicitly rejects any appeal to witnesses. Laplace can have read
only Craig or something similar.

Whatever its value as an apologetic, Pascal’s logic remained.
Games were seen to serve as models of all sorts of decision under
uncertainty. Voltaire was too late when in 1728 he said of
‘Infini-rien’,

This article seems a little indecent and puerile: the idea of a game, and of
loss and gain, does not befit the gravity of the subject [1734, p. 32].
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Chances, odds, ‘hazards’ (the stock in trade of aleatory probability)
are basically quantitative. There is no way to understand odds
without understanding numerical ratios. Epistemic probability is
not like this. You can compare the degree to which evidence
warrants several propositions without recourse to numbers. Indeed
Keynes argued masterfully in Chapter 3 of his Treatise on Probabili-
ty that many comparisons of probability are necessarily qualitative
and cannot be represented by real numbers. Subsequently B. O.
Koopman [1940] elaborated the logic of qualitative probability. A
new book by T. Fine [1973] advances this work several stages
further. There is nothing logically defective in mere comparisons of
probability. But as a matter of historical fact epistemic probability
did not emerge as a significant concept for logic until people thought
of measuring it. When did this begin?

It is convenient to answer by looking at the word ‘probability’
itself. We need not do this. We are concerned with the first
occasion on which some probabilistic expression with epistemic
overtones was systematically used to denote something measurable.
We could survey the usage of ‘credibility’ or whatever, but in fact
the word ‘probability’ itself is the one to watch for. So we ask the
exact question: when was this word first used to denote something
measurable?

The answer seems to be 1662, in the concluding pages of the Port
Royal Logic. There could not have been a more auspicious begin-
ning. La logique, ou 'art de penser was the most successful logic
book of the time and cast the mould for generations of future
treatises. Scholars distinguish five editions of the book, beginning
with one edition of three printings (in different formats) in 1662,
and undergoing minor changes until the fifth and final edition of
1683. All the nations of Europe had their translations and the book
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was still used as a text in nineteenth-century Oxford and Edinburgh.

Pascal’s associates at Port Royal wrote the book. There are
conflicting reports on authorship, chiefly concerning the propor-
tions contributed by Pierre Nicole and Antoine Arnauld. It is
generally agreed that the latter did more than the former, and in
particular wrote the whole of Book 1v that interests us. In his time
Arnauld, the most notable member of a family of influential and
learned men, was distinguished as ‘the great Arnauld’. When he was
comparatively young he was asked to comment on Descartes’
Meditations. His chief criticism — the so-called Cartesian circle — is
today still the crux of Cartesian interpretation. When Arnauld was
older Leibniz sent him a sketch of a Discourse on Metaphysics.
Arnauld’s query about Leibniz’s conceptions of substance
and of human freedom produced a correspondence that
remains the central document for understanding Leibniz’s system.
Yet undoubtedly Arnauld’s chief contribution to philosophy was
something else again: the Port Royal Grammar. We have recently
become aware that grammar was one of the chief preoccupations of
the metaphysicians of the time, and no work was more important
than Arnauld’s General and Reasoned Grammar.

Arnauld’s philosophical acumen is attested on all sides but we
may still wonder whether he wrote the final ‘probability’ chapters of
the Logic. There exists a manuscript of the book almost certainly
antedating the published version, and it does not include the four
final chapters. These have not simply been lost, for the table of
contents fails to mention them. Perhaps when the manuscript was
written around 1660 the chapters did not exist or were not deemed
suitable for inclusion. The evidence is inconclusive, for as the
Preface to the Logic tells us, several pirated manuscripts were in
circulation; however the Bibliothéque Nationale manuscript does
appear to be a legitimate predecessor of the published version.
Scholars have not (to my knowledge) assessed whether the four
‘probability’ chapters are by the same hand as the rest of Book 1v.
To an amateur eye they certainly do notlook the same as what went
before.

Whoever wrote the probability chapters started something new.
The first three books of the Logic cover Conception, Judgement and
Reasoning; the fourth book is about Order. This is a fairly standard
arrangement. ‘Reasoning’ deals with the syllogism, ‘Order’ with
deductive non-syllogistic reasoning such as characterizes most
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mathematics. In particular the first ten chapters of Book 1v are an
elaborate discussion of the notions of ‘analysis’ and ‘synthesis’
which, from classical times, had been supposed to constitute the two
kinds of geometrical inference. Then there is a lame and conven-
tional chapter on what we can know not through demonstration but
through faith. That ends the manuscript version of the Logic.

The additional chapters, which I have been calling the ‘probabili-
ty’ chapters, begin the study of a novel kind of non-deductive
inference. The theory of inference found in the rest of the Logic has
a strongly Cartesian bent. It is not based on the new Cartesian
method which starts with hyperbolic doubt, and which is expounded
in the Discourse on Method and the Meditations. It is rather along
the lines of the older Rules for the Direction of the Mind which
Descartes did not publish, but of which Port Royal had a manuscript
copy. The Rules have no discussion of non-deductive inference.
Until its final chapters Logic, or the Art of Thinkinghas none either.

It is important to distinguish two broad classes of non-deductive
reasoning. On the one hand there is inference and decision under
uncertainty, and on the other there is ‘theorizing’. C. S. Peirce
marked such a distinction by calling the former induction and the
latter abduction. Theorizing, or abduction, concerns the speculative
creation of abstract theory to explain phenomena, together with the
testing of such theories by their fit with old facts and their prediction
of new discoveries. A coarse but effective sketch of the method-
ology of theorizing is to be found in Karl Popper’s Logic of Scientific
Discovery. As long ago as 1843 A. A. Cournot urged that there was
a special kind of probability appropriate to theories, and from time
to time subsequent philosophers have attempted quantitative expli-
cations of this idea. None has succeeded. Our confidence in theories
does not seem amenable to any probabilistic treatment. Inference
and decision under uncertainty, in contrast, are specifically prob-
abilistic. Our theories are for the time being fixed. With data before
us we do not know what has happened, or, what will happen, or,
what is the case right now, or, what is the most viable generalization
from our data. The class of possible hypotheses is determined, and
we can apply probability calculations within that space. The final
chapters of Logic, or the Art of Thinking are the first public
delineation of that problem.

Of course there is no sharp distinction between induction and
abduction, between inference under uncertainty and theorizing.
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The distinction can be sharpened by contrasting the Logic with work
by Francis Bacon. It is often said that the latter wrote the first
modern treatment of induction, but here we must be careful. He
certainly never advocated induction by simple enumeration —in
which one lists a bunch of A with property B and concludes that all
A are B. Bacon has no use for such reasoning. As he saysin Section
105 of his Novum Organum ‘The induction that proceeds by simple
enumeration is puerile.” Bacon wanted to get beyond the data of
sense by constructing abstract models of the world. He calls that
induction. He believes sound theories will be suggested to the
scientist only if he makes a grand catalogue of phenomena, but
Bacon does not aim at inference under uncertainty. He aims at the
construction of novel and deep theories that will explain the
inchoate data of sense. The word ‘induction’ is confusing, for Bacon
called such theorizing induction. After Hume many people came to
reserve the word for something different. Thus Richard Price,
introducing the now famous probability theorem of Thomas Bayes
[1763], states that Bayes’ solution of a ‘problem in the doctrine of
chances’ is

necessary to be solved in order to assure foundation for all our reasoning
concerning past facts, and what is likely to be hereafter [. . .] it is necessary
to be considered by any one who would give a clear account of the strength
of analogical or inductive reasoning [1763, p. 371f].

The inductive reasoning that Price had in mind was intended as a
deliberate and conscious response to Hume. It is inference under
uncertainty whose simplest case is induction by simple enumera-
tion, and has very little to do with Bacon’s kind of induction. This is
not to say that Bacon’s use of the word ‘induction’ was forgotten.
On the contrary, it is preserved in William Whewell’s mid-
nineteenth century Philosophy and History of the Inductive Sciences.
We find it today in L. J. Cohen’s The Implications of Induction, a
work avowedly guided by Bacon and Whewell, which has little use
for probabilistic reasoning. At the turn of the last century C. S.
Peirce sought to clarify matters by using the word ‘abduction’ for
Bacon’s enterprise and ‘induction’ for Hume’s. This has not caught
on. However we use the word ‘induction’, it is plain that Bacon had
little interest in Humian induction and no concern with probability.
That branch of the philosophy of science now called ‘probability
and induction’ begins with the Port Royal Logic.
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Book IV has four probability chapters. Chapter 13 (Chapter 12
in the first edition) has a ‘rule for the proper use of reason in
determining when to accept human authority’. Chapter 14 applies
the rule to miracles, Chapter 15 to historical events and Chapter 16
to future contingent events. In this final chapter the author applies
numerical measures to probability. One ‘contingent event’ in
question is the winning of a game where each of ten players risks one
coin for an even chance of getting ten back. Loss is neuf fois plus
probable than gain. There are ‘nine degrees of probability of losing a
coin for only one of gaining nine’. These are the first occasions in
print where probability, so called, is measured.

The author not only counted degrees of probability but also knew
how to use them. He grants that gaming is trivial but immediately
points out that the same kind of reasoning can be applied to many
practical considerations. There are for example

many people who are excessively terrified when they hear thunder [. . ] if it
is only the danger of death that fills them with their extraordinary fear, it is
casy to show that this is unreasonable. It would be an exaggeration to say
that one in two million people is killed by a thunderstorm; there is scarcely
any kind of violent death less common. Fear of harm ought to be
proportional not merely to the gravity of the harm, but also the probability
of the event, and since there is scarcely any kind of death more rare than
death by thunderstorm, there is hardly any which ought to occasion less
fear.

This passage shows that the author is willing to use frequency to
measure probabilities of natural occurrences, and it shows he is well
aware that a decision problem requires a calculation of expectation
involving not only utility but also probability. ‘We must reorient’, he
says, ‘many people who conduct their lives as if they should avoid
business which may have a dangerous outcome and prefer affairs
which may have advantageous results. We ought to fear or hope for
an event not solely in proportion to the advantage or disadvantage
but also with some consideration of the likelihood of the occur-
rence.’ There is only one case in which the probability of an event is
irrelevant to deciding what to do. So long as the probabilities are not
zero a strategy with infinite pay-off will always dominate all others.
Since ‘even the slightest chance of salvation is worth more than all
the goods of the world heaped together’, salvation has infinite
utility. Here follows a brief statement of Pascal’s argument from
dominating expectation, and so ends the Port Royal Logic.
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The preceding chapter, on historical rather than future events,
also applies quantitative considerations. Take the question of
whether a contract witnessed by two notaries has been post-dated.
Since it is certain that 999 out of 1000 duly notarized contracts have
been properly dated, then ‘if we know no other particulars about the
contract’ we ought to believe the dating is honest. ‘It is incompara-
bly more probable that the contract before me is one of the 999
rather than the single one of the 1000 that is post-dated.” However,
if we learn that the notaries are unscrupulous the document
becomes less credible. If we learn that one of the parties to the
contract is thereby reported to have lent £20 000, and yet at the
time of dating had only £100, then ‘I should believe that there was
something false about the contract.’

Note how we get a quantitative probability on the first datum but
other data merely weaken this quantity in a qualitative fashion until
it simply vanishes. No one has yet discovered how to do this
numerically unless it be Thomas Bayes, a century after the publica-
tion of the Logic. Fifty years later Jacques Bernoulli tried valiantly
in that part of his Ars conjectandi that was intended as his
continuation of the Ars cogitandi (the Art of Thinking’s Latin title).
This problem of mixed evidence, part counting for the hypothesis
and part against, is still an open one.

The logic applies the model of the notaries to cases of disputed
history and, in a preceding chapter, to miracles. In that discussion
there is careful attention to the credibility of witnesses. Some tales
of miraculous intervention need not be believed, for their authors
are so full of fables that their testimony assures us of nothing. In
contrast we can credit St Augustine. Even if we are sceptical about
the particulars he relates, we know that in addition to his established
probity ‘it is impossible that a judicious man would have attempted
to lie about such a public matter, since many people would have
found out his lie and so would have brought nothing but disgrace on
the Christian religion’.

The topic of miracles will recur in our history. Naturally such
discussions do not begin with our logic but a new tone is set.
Observe the contrast with the Jesuit doctrine of probabilism
described in Chapter 3 above. The Fathers of the Church do not
always agree: there begins casuistry and probabilism. The Jesuits
said that when authorities disagree we are free to choose the most
‘probable’ authority, i.e. the one that commends itself to our moral
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and practical sense. Pascal’s Provincial Letters were written to
defend Arnauld against the assaults of the Jesuits. The sixth letter
on probabilism defends Arnauld’s opinions from probabilist argu-
ments. The rule of Chapter 13 of the Logic is also part of this
campaign. ‘How shall I decide to believe in the occurrence of the
one rather than the other of two contrary events if I judge them both
possible?’ The rule is:

In order to judge of the truth of some event and to decide whether or not to
believe in its occurrence, the event need not be considered in
isolation —such as a proposition of geometry would be; rather all the
circumstances of the event, both internal and external should be consi-
dered.

The goal is a calculus for combining evidence to discover which
proposition has an acceptable level of probability. It is opposed to
casuist arguments where, after settling that a proposition is possible,
and compatible with some source of doctrine, we consider whether
belief in the proposition is ‘approvable’ — probable — in terms of its
consequences.

The Logic’s rule just quoted is the maxim employed in all
subsequent discussion of miracles. The ‘internal’ circumstances of
the event are those that bear on the place of the event in
nature - whether it is the sort of thing that tends to happen. The
‘external’ circumstances are ‘those that pertain to the persons by
whose testimony we are led to believe in the occurrence of the
event’. Hume was able to turn this chapter of the Logic on its head.
In his essay On Miracles he argued that no external circumstances
could ever suffice to render probable an event improbable enough
to be called a miracle. That thought created another flurry in the
concept of probability. The Port Royal Logic had already set the
conceptual scheme in which the debate was to be conducted eighty
years later.

The distinction between ‘internal’ and ‘external’ matters far more
than miracles. Probability became possible only when signs were
turned into internal evidence as described above in Chapter 5. Itis
some confirmation of this thesis that in the Logic, within a few pages
of the first measurement of ‘probability,’ there is a new and explicit
statement of the distinction between internal and external evidence.
The Logic is an anonymous work — we know the hands that wrote it,
but not which hand wrote what. That is appropriate. The clear and
distinct apprehension of internal evidence is not the work of an
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individual but of the age. Wherever we look we shall find this new
awareness. It may be useful to illustrate by taking as example some
individual personage, evolving over a few decades, yet in perfect
harmony with that bourbaki of writers, the authors of the Port
Royal Logic and Grammar.

John Wilkins (1614-72), Bishop of Chester, was, with Olden-
burg, the first secretary of the Royal Society. What began in, among
other places, his own rooms in Wadham College, was, by his talent
for organization, transformed from a select but casual club for the
best minds of the time into the first and foremost of scientific
academies. Four disparate books of his merit attention. Two were
written about 1640, two in the late 1660s. The former are worth-
less; the latter, influential. The difference is not that of an immature
young man gaining stature, but of certain ideas visibly maturing in
the discourse of the time. One early book, one late, is about
language; one early book, one late, consists of probable argument.

Language became exciting in the middle of the seventeenth
century. People began to believe that an understanding of language
would resolve the chief philosophical problems about the nature of
the world. Earlier, the Renaissance aimed at some Urlanguage, writ
on the firmament, spoken by Adam and maybe the prophets, and
inscribed by signature on every leaf and stone. But as the concept of
internal evidence begins to present itself, it furnishes a concept
within which to embed the ‘signs’ furnished by nature, hitherto part
of the Urlanguage. All that is left for language is human speech.
This is conventional. Hobbes had the full courage of convention-
ality, but he is unique. Less bold spirits thought there must be a true
language, or rather a ‘real characteristic’ or ‘universal characteris-
tic’, whose simple elements match the simple elements of nature,
and whose rules for compounding will generate each of the possible
worlds that nature admits. The most ambitious and most memor-
able contributor to this programme is Leibniz. The idea and the very
term ‘real [or universal] characteristic’ is not that of Leibniz but,
among others, of Wilkins. Louis Couturat’s index to La logique de
Leibniz directs us to ample evidence for this. Leibniz felt the need to
assert that he had the germ of the notion of a universal characteristic
before Wilkins [P.S. n1, p. 216], insisting that it is implicit in his
1665 Artof combinations. It is now quite usual to say that it all began
with the alchemist logician, Raymond Lulle, who died in 1315. The
idea was certainly in the air when in 1629 Mersenne described to

80



The art of thinking

Descartes some unknown person’s plans for a universal language.
Descartes said such a project could not succeed until one had the
‘true philosophy’. So in 1629 it had not yet become apparent that
this very language might be the way in which to do the true
philosophy. The notes that Leibniz scribbled on his copy of
Descartes’ letter show how radical is the change in the course of a
few decades. Leibniz thinks you cannot advance the true philosophy
without the sketch of a universal characteristic [Couturat p. 176].

Wilkins is a less Olympian figure whose own mediocre work tells
the same story. In 1641 he published Mercury, or the Secret and Swift
messenger, showing how a man may with privacy and speed com-
municate his thoughts to a friend at a distance. Mercury, it transpires,
is a code together with mechanical suggestions for telegraphic
semaphore. Yet the very invention of codes, banal in itself, was
pregnant. The preceding year had seen Hobbes saying all language
is conventional. Let us then by convention construct a semaphore of
‘real signs’ that will supersede our worthless hunt for an Urlan-
guage! In 1661 George Dalgarno published, with ample citation of
Wilkins, his Ars signorum, vulgo character universalis et lingua
philosophica. Its successor, in 1668, was Wilkins’ Essay Towards A
Real Character and a Philosophical Language.

These enterprises are the practical effect of the thesis that all
language is conventional. They also represent the antithesis, that
language must in some way correspond to the world. Those fond of
paradox could become Hobbists, but the serious aimed at a
synthesis, namely, the real characteristic, all convention, yet all
correspondence. In the Renaissance there were signs, real signs,
written by God on nature. People spoke with signs, but so did the
world around us. The testimony of man and of nature was one. Then
the sign became divided into ‘natural’ and ‘arbitrary’. Hence the
desperate plunge into ‘real characteristic’ which would conjoin, if
only in constant conjunction, what the atheist Hobbes had put
asunder. But just as there was required a theory of the conventional
side of signs, so there was needed a theory of their natural side,
which is internal evidence and probability. I have used Wilkins’
transition from the pedestrian Mercury to the more influential
Real Character as a symptom of the new awareness of conventional
language between 1641 and 1668. Another pair of his works will
indicate the rise in probability that went, of necessity, hand in hand
with the new theories of language.
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The Discovery of a World in the Moone or a discourse tending to
prove that ’tis probable there may be another habitable world in that
planet, published by Wilkins in 1640, is an essay in the use of
probable evidence. Wilkins was a romantic. He had schemes for
submarine exploration of the polar icecaps. Nautilus had to wait,
but probable argument is around the corner and Wilkins seems to
know it. His speculations are presented in a sequence of proposi-
tions in the style of geometers, but their content is probabilistic.
Take no. 13: ‘That ’tis probable there may be inhabitants in this
other world [the moon] but of what kind they are is uncertain.’
According to the preface the arguments for such propositions shall
be ‘most probable to thy reason’. The reader, not authority, has
become the owner of probability. Despite this, much of the
argument proceeds by citing authority. It is the testimony of others
that establishes probability, and there is more than a taint of
probabilism in this work. The authority is sometimes that of
Galileo, but the method of argument is casuistry. Indeed proposi-
tion 13 is chiefly defended on the ground that some authorities say
life on the moon is not impossible, and, if such life be possible, then
a beneficent God would surely have planted life where he could.

The ephemeral Mercury of 1641 bears a relationship to the
important Real Characteristic of 1668 similar to that of the mis-
chievous Moon of 1640 to a work of Wilkins published only after his
death in 1672: Of the Principles and Duties of Natural Religion.
Mercury’s code turned into the philosophical language for com-
prehending all nature. The Moon’s probable arguments became a
general theory of probable argument that, as J. H. Bernard [1896]
has shown, is brought to fulfilment in Joseph Butler’s 1736 Analogy
of Religion. Where Butler coined his celebrated aphorism, ‘prob-
ability is the very guide in life’, Wilkins had written,

In all the ordinary affairs of life men are used to guide their actions by this
rule, namely to incline to that which is most probable and likely when they
cannot attain any clear unquestionable certainty [1675, p. 30].

Wilkins is the first representative of what I shall later call ‘Royal
Society theology’ and whose most familiar doctrine is the argument
from design for the existence of God. The argument proposes that
the way things are, constitutes evidence for the existence of a
supreme being. A universe so well constituted could only be the
work of a sublime artisan. Aquinas also had a teleological argu-
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ment, but his is quite different. It supposes that everything in the
world is acting purposefully, and so seeks an agent to endow matter
with intentions. In the Thomistic teleological argument, the world is
an agent, which, since it is not in itself active, demands a Supreme
Agent. In the argument from design, the world is passive. We hunt
not for an agent but an artisan. The world is not ‘external evidence’
written by God, but ‘internal evidence’ which can be explained only
by the existence of a God. In confirmation of this thesis we find that
Wilkins, first propounder of an argument from design, begins by
presenting the new categories of evidence.

Evidence is of three kinds. Two are familiar to the author of
Moone: demonstration and testimony. But then there is another
category, which Wilkins can only call ‘mixed’, a half-way house
between testimony and demonstration, for ‘besides these there is a
mixed kind of evidence relating both to the senses and the under-
standing, depending upon our own observation and repeated trials
of the issues and events of actions or things, called experience’.

Wilkins may be our best witness to the fact that what Port Royal
called ‘internal’ evidence is new. In twentieth century epistemology
there is only one fundamental kind of evidence, namely internal
evidence. In the mid seventeenth century this kind of evidence
could make its way only as a sort of wedge between demonstration
and testimony. Yet the decisive feature of this wedge is that, by
being conceived of as in the middle, it united what had hitherto been
utterly disparate. I have argued that the objects of knowledge were
typically different in kind from the objects of opinion. Things
known were not especially well supported things opined, for things
known had evidence of a quite different sort from that furnished for
opinion. But Wilkins enunciates the view that, as he matured, was
becoming commonplace. ‘Evidence less plain and less clear is
probable.’ Probable evidence enters the same league as demonstra-
tion.

It is of particular importance that although Wilkins in his youth
was dreaming of expeditions to the moon and the antipodes, he was,
in his later years, bringing God down to earth. In the Thomistic
theology, God, insofar as He could be conceived, was an object of
knowledge, not opinion. Pascal had dared to make God an object of
decision, not belief. Wilkins, ushering in a more complacent age,
dared to make God an object of probable opinion. Beliefs about
God were now in the same category as the belief that the sun will
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rise tomorrow, or, to take another of Wilkins’ examples, the belief
that my house will not fall in tonight. Pascal’s wager, presumably
not unknown to Wilkins, is demeaned. We are to act according to
some balance between utility and probability; the greater the utility,
the less the probability required; the argument from design fur-
nishes enough probability of God’s existence for us to be Deists.
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PROBABILITY AND THE LAW

No particular event, no single student, is responsible for the
emergence of probability. In order to represent epistemic probabili-
ty on a numerical scale the Port Royal Logic used gaming as its
model. It may be tempting to infer that probability could be
measured only by using concepts devised for games of chance. That
would be a mistake. A gifted mind ignorant of the doctrine of
chances but able to apprehend the fact that evidence and causation
are in different categories could perfectly well start measuring
epistemic probability. The proof of this is that Leibniz did.

In 1665 when he was 19 he published a paper using numbers to
represent what he called degrees of probability. At that time he was
isolated from the mainstream of European thought and he did not
know much mathematics. His best teacher of that subject had been
Erhard Weigel at Jena in 1663. Weigel certainly knew no theory of
chances; indeed, he had not even mastered Cartesian geometry. Yet
Weigel was a significant teacher. He held the commonplace idea
that all knowledge should be axiomatized on a Euclidean plan, but
he coupled this with a peculiar faith in arithmetic. He liked to toy
with eccentric equations and non-standard arithmetics - he was
especially proud of his system to the base 4. Leibniz’s combinatorial
imaginativeness was undoubtedly supplemented by this kind of
tutelage.

In addition to being a mathematician Weigel was notably learned
in jurisprudence and had various projects for making a deductive
science of law. Hence he was an appropriate teacher for Leibniz to
seek out. Leibniz’s own education had been chiefly legal. Law was in
the family. His father was professor of moral science with some
reputation in jurisprudence. His mother’s father was a professor of
legal theory. Philosophical stories about the young Leibniz relate
how he skimmed Aristotle and the scholastics in his father’s library.
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He probably spent more time on the ample store of legal books. His
doctoral thesis for Nuremburg dealt with perplexing cases in law. It
was rejected, it is said, because the author at 20 was too young.
Nearby Altdorf snapped him up and offered him a law professor-
ship. He declined in order to enter the world of affairs but he was
ever a lawyer, compiling both general theses on jurisprudence and
particular briefs for his various employers. This hack work with its
relative lack of success did not diminish his respect for the subject.
Long after he had mastered mathematics and even co-invented the
differential calculus Leibniz advanced ‘a paradox which, though
amusing, gets at the truth: there are no authors whose style is more
akin to the geometers than the old Roman jurists in the Pandects’
[P.S. vu, p. 167]. The Pandects — the great digests of Roman law
compiled at the decree of Justinian — formed, with their massive
commentaries, a chief element of Leibniz’s legal education.

Probability is not foreign to the law. Evidence, the stock in trade
of the epistemologists, is primarily a legal notion, although it took
its present place in modern European systems surprisingly late. The
concept of epistemic probability requires us to recognize differences
between what causes things to happen and what tells us that they
happen. Only one of the professions stuck fairly fast to this
distinction: civil law. The advocate must distinguish testimony from
circumstance. So Roman law had some paraphernalia of scales of
evidence. When Leibniz finally got clear about the role of a theory
of probability, he called it ‘natural jurisprudence’ [P.S. m, p. 194].
Or, to reverse the direction of the metaphor, ‘The whole of judicial
procedure is nothing but a kind of logic applied to questions of law’
[N.E. v. xvi. 9]. Mathematics is the model for reasoning about
necessary truths, but jurisprudence must be our model when we
deliberate about contingencies.

Once again it is convenient to contrast Locke and Leibniz. The
former in his Essay fashioned a discussion of degrees of assent on
the corresponding part of the Port Royal Logic. He is more cautious
than his predecessors. Probability, for Locke, is ‘likeness to be true,
the very notation of the word signifying such a proposition for which
there be arguments or proofs to make it pass or be received for true’
[tv. xv. 3]. When all experience and testimony coincides, ‘proba-
bility’, he says, ‘leaves as little liberty to believe or disbelieve as a
demonstration’. Unfortunately testimony often conflicts and there
is what Port Royal called disagreement between internal and
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external evidence — that is, the stories of witnesses may go against
the common run of things. Such cases

are liable to so great a variety of contrary observations, circumstances,
reports, different qualifications, tempers, designs, oversights etc., of the
reporters that it is impossible to reduce to precise rules the various degrees
wherein men give their assent [italics added).

Leibniz faithfully reports Locke’s defeatist doctrine and retorts
that lawyers already have a whole family of just such rules for
degrees of assent, or at least of proof. The examples Leibniz offers
in the New Essays are not very impressive, but he had done better
long before, in his Baccalaureate essay of 1665, De conditionibus.
This was revised for inclusion in a Specimena juris in 1672, and
much later he thought it should be ‘retouched’ and published again.
I cannot tell how good a piece of work it is. It seems to be a curious
mixture of logical insights combined with a jejune and oversimp-
lified view of legal process.

De conditionibus is a study of conditional rights. In law my right to
something may be absolute (purum) or absolutely void (nullum) or
it may be conditional. The settling of estates with conditional rights
and liens attached to them is a standard legal problem. Leibniz
attacks it with the abstractness and axiomatic fervour he learned
from Weigel. I shall try to explain it using more concrete illustra-
tions. Let r be the proposition that a person has a certain right, say,
to some property. Let g be the condition that his uncle has willed
this land to him. Then the condition may be expressed by the
sentence ‘if g, then r'. Leibniz’s investigation of conditional rights is
tantamount to a study of those propositions that logicians now call
conditionals or hypotheticals, and which can be written in the form
‘if ..., then ...’ Hisstudy of conditionals is of independent interest,
but here we notice only how it leads him to a theory of what we
might now call ‘partial implication’.

A may make a will that leaves his property for the use of B, on
whose death the property is entailed to Cunless Bhas issue. Let rbe
the statement that Chas the right to the property, and let g state that
A made such a will. Then it is not true that if q then r. Let p, be the
proposition that B has living descendants, and p, the opposite. Then
q essentially subdivides into (p;-or-p:). If p,, then r, but if p,, then
not-r. This is the simplest sort of case which might interest a lawyer
who has to realize some property.
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In general, consider propositions of the form ‘if q then r where q
is a disjunction of mutually exclusive alternatives. Now consider a
set of conditions each of which is sufficient for r. Three cases may
arise. Every disjunct of g may preclude each of these conditions. In
that case Leibniz calls the condition for r impossible, and we have
jus nullum, no right at all. If every element of g entails some
condition sufficient for r, then the condition is called necessary, and
we have jus purum. However if some disjuncts entail a condition for
r, while the rest entail a condition for not-7, then we have only a
conditional right, and the condition is called uncertain (incerta, in
the 1665 version) or contingent (contingens, in the 1672 version).
When, in ¢, the conditions for rare uncertain, part of qfavours rand
the rest favours the opposite. So we have a sort of partial implica-
tion: part of q implies 7. When the implication is complete (that is,
when the condition is necessary) Leibniz denotes it by the figure 1;
when the condition is impossible, he uses the cypher 0; when the
condition is uncertain, the implication must be denoted by a
fraction. Moreover these fractions denote what are variously called
‘the degrees of proof’ for the right, or its ‘degree of probability’.

Leibniz made no concerted attempt to evaluate these fractional
degrees of probability. He could have been interested in that
problem, if he had been a lawyer with instructions to divide an
estate before it is known which conditions are fulfilled. But in fact he
was interested in theorems about jus purum, that is, he wanted to
know what kinds of combinations of conditions, none complete in
themselves, would justify a conclusion of unconditional right. He
even put this theory to work when in 1669 he had to prepare a brief
on that bizarre intertwining of conditional rights, the disputed
throne of Poland.

Generalizations of his idea came very quickly. He set to work on
Ad stateram juris, de gradibus probationum et probabiliatum. The
degrees of proof and probability of which the title speaks are to be
applied quite generally, but must always take jurisprudence as their
model. The essay begins with a ringing denunciation of that rival
theory of probability, the probabilism of the Jesuits. Evidently
Leibniz had been reading Pascal’s Provincial Letters and this
exposition echoes them frequently. Often in the course of his life he
thought it necessary to distinguish casuistical from real probability:
‘I do not speak here of the probability of the Casuists, which is
founded on the number and reputation of the Doctors, but that
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which is derived from the nature of things, in proportion to what we
know about them’ [P.S. v, p. 167].

At the time that Leibniz was beginning to think about his ‘new
kind of logic’ based on degrees of probability, he was working on the
better known Art of Combinations. This has now been canonized as
the first entry in Alonzo Church’s definitive Bibliography of Sym-
bolic Logic. Leibniz did not at first see the relevance of his two
eaterprises: he was unaware that the probability theory would for
long be a combinatorial discipline. This contrasts with Pascal’s 1665
Atrithmetic Triangle whose theory of combinations is chiefly moti-
vated by problems in chances. There has been some speculation as
to whether Leibniz knew Pascal’s book. It seems very unlikely for
Leibniz does not draw the connection between probability and
combinations until after his long stay in Paris, 1672—-6, where he
mastered the work of ‘Pascal, Huygens and others’. Much later he
recognized how closely probability and combinations are con-
nected; when he was drafting a plan for a new edition of De arte
combinatoria he wanted the appendix to include the best statistical
data then available, namely John Hudde's tables of mortality [Cout.
p- 561].

When Leibniz first wrote on combinations he had a quite different
aim. Suppose you could have a ‘basic alphabet of human thoughts’,
that is, a list of all the words denoting simple ideas. Then any
complex idea could be formed from these by combination. A
marvellous ‘Art of Invention’ would result. All possible ideas and
all possible propositions would be generated mechanically, so that
we would be able to survey not only what we know but also what we
do not know, and hence conduct deeper investigations. This project
obsessed Leibniz throughout his life.

Leibniz did not contribute to probability mathematics but his
conceptualization of it did have lasting impact. Most of his con-
temporaries started with random phenomena-gaming or
mortality — and made some leap of imagination, speculating that the
doctrine of chances could be transferred to other cases of inference
under uncertainty. Leibniz took numerical probability as a primari-
ly epistemic notion. Degrees of probability are degrees of certainty.
So he takes the doctrine of chances not to be about physical
characteristics of gambling set-ups but about our knowledge of
those set-ups. When he went to Paris he found a mathematics
tailor-made for his nascent epistemic logic. In the next chapter,
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when we look at Huygens, we shall find his book is entirely about
games of chance and has few epistemic overtones. The word
‘probability’ does not occur. Leibniz, however, could call it ‘an
elegant example of reasoning about degrees of probability’ [ Dutens
VL i, p. 318].

From the beginning Leibniz thought of probability theory as the
logic for contingent events. We describe his inductive logic later.
Here let us note just two of the consequences of regarding inductive
logic as ‘natural jurisprudence’. The concept of conditional
probability — the probability of A given B, now written
Prob(A/B) - was slow to evolve and lacked a perspicuous notation
until quite recently. Lack of this concept can make reasoning
difficult and is conducive to error. Some philosophers and statisti-
cians contend that in fact all probability is conditional. Such an
opinion does not naturally occur when you are thinking chiefly
about games of chance. Only if one has the epistemic point of view is
it attractive. In legal process all inference is relative to or condition-
al on the evidence made available to the court, so Leibniz, with law
as his model, took for granted that probability is ‘in proportion to
what we know’. Or, as he very often writes, all probability conclu-
sions are ex datis, relative to and derived from the given facts [e.g.
P.S. vi, p. 201]. The whole point of probability is that we may not be
able to establish a proposition with certainty; we can at best
measure the extent to which the data warrant our inferences.
Leibniz owed his awareness of the conditional character of epis-
temic probability to his legal model.

For a second and more subtle influence of the law, let us
reconsider the problem of mixed evidence. Suppose that some
evidence counts for r and some counts against it. Nowadays most of
us accept that the relation between some propositions and others
may be fundamentally probabilistic. We acknowledge this because
we have to accept as an irreducible fact, that a quantum system in
state ¥ confers a 609 probability on the proposition that a particle
is in region r. According to the formalism of quantum mechanics
¥ cannot be decomposed into ¥, or ¥, with ¥, entailing that the
particle is in r and ¥, entailing the opposite. Of course very similar
facts have been familiar in everyday life, although only mic-
rophysics makes some people notice them. The fact, ¢, that the rear
tires are completely bald, confers 60% probability on having a flat
before reaching Massachusetts. It is a mere myth that ¢ should
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break down into a set of cases ¢, which entail getting a flat tire, and
another set ¢., entailing the opposite. We certainly know of no such
decomposition and have no good reason to think there is one. Yet
the myth that every problem in probability can be reduced to a set of
favourable and unfavourable cases persisted for centuries. One
reason for this is obvious: the analysis fits many games of chance.
But there is another source of the idea. The analysis also fits the
theory of conditional rights. No rights are irreducibly probabilistic
(unless a wit instructs that his estate is to be apportioned by lottery).
If I have only a conditional right to r, then there exists some
disjunction of conditions any of which, when fulfilled, suffice for jus
purum. There is another set with the opposite meaning. Thus the
principle of analysis into favourable and unfavourable cases is
sound in the law of right. Leibniz, taking law as his model for
probability, was over-ready to accept the analysis into cases. (It was
also overly easy, for as we shall see Huygens took casus to render his
Dutch kans or chance — and this quite rightly, after the Roman form
casu for events that happen involuntarily. Thus an analysis into
equal chances was, by an unavoidable punning, an analysis into
equal cases). Leibniz certainly did nothing to dissuade Jacques
Bernoulli from following the analysis into cases. Indeed when
Bernoulli considers the problem of conflicting evidence he follows
Leibnizian legal terminology. When all alternatives point in one
direction, we have what Bernoulli called the pure situation; when
there is conflict, the situation is ‘mixed’.
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EXPECTATION

It may seem as if mathematical expectation should have been easier
to grasp than probability. From an aleatory point of view the
expectation is just the average pay-off in a long run of similar
gambles. We can actually ‘see’ the profits or losses of a persistent
gamble. We naturally translate the total into average gain and
thereby ‘observe’ the expectation even more readily than the
probability. However the very concept of averaging is a new one
and before 1650 most people could not observe an average because
they did not take averages. Certainly a gambler could notice that
one strategy is in Galileo’s words ‘more advantageous’ than another
but there is a gap between this and the quantitative knowledge of
mathematical expectation.

Cardano’s notion of ‘equality’ and ‘the circuit’ in games of dice is
some anticipation of mathematical expectation but it is difficult to
follow in detail. Not until the correspondence between Fermat and
Pascal do we find expectation well understood. This concept is at the
very heart of Pascal’s wager. Recall, however, that the Port Royal
Logic thinks it important to ‘reorient’ people so that they base
decisions on both utility and probability. This suggests that a
comprehension of expectation was not something one could take
for granted even in 1662. Yet shortly before there had been areally
thorough statement of concepts akin to expectation. They are well
worth scrutiny. I refer to the first printed textbook of probability,
Christian Huygens 1657 Calculating in Games of Chance.

Holland was briefly a chief centre for the new Cartesian
mathematics. Descartes himself had settled there and his geometry
was mastered not only by scholars but also by men of affairs such as
John Hudde or John de Witt, respectively mayor of Amsterdam and
Grand Pensionary of the Netherlands. All the same, Paris remained
the intellectual capital of Europe where one went to finish one’s
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education. On Huygens’ second expedition to that city he heard
about the Pascal-Fermat correspondence and made the acquain-
tance of Roberval, Carcavi and Mylon, all of whom knew the
protagonists. Subsequently Huygens became a close associate of
Roannez, and even met Méré, whom in his journal he calls the
inventor of the division problem. In 1655 Fermat lived out in the
country and Huygens believed that Pascal, now in Port Royal, no
longer contemplated mathematics. So the young Huygens met
neither of these heroes, nor, it seems, did he see any written solution
of Méré’s problems. He must have heard the gist of the solutions but
he went home and worked them out for himself.

F. van Schooten, a Cartesian mathematician and publisher,
begged Huygens to write up these results for a forthcoming series of
mathematical tracts. Huygens obliged. In 1656 he sent a manuscript
to Paris in the hope that Fermat or even Pascal might be got to look
at it and approve the solutions. It took four months for a reply but
the confirmation of Huygens’ work was perfect. Moreover Pascal
sent back another problem in chances and Fermat sent two. These
together with two further problems devised by Huygens were put at
the end of the textbook and for sixty years formed the standard tests
against which one displayed one’s skill in the doctrine of chances.
Abraham de Moivre, Jacques Bernoulli, Nicholas Struyck, Pierre
Rémond de Montmort and John Arbuthnot all published solutions
to some of these; Hudde, Spinoza and Leibniz are among others
who tackled them.

Huygens’ monograph first came out in Latin in 1657 under the
title De ratiociniis in aleae ludo. The Dutch edition did not appear
until 1660 as Van Rekiningh in Spelen van Geluck. The vernacular
version was written first. There was some mild bickering between
Huygens and Schooten as to who would do the translating. In the
end Huygens sketched out the style of translation and Schooten did
the actual work, by no means to Huygens’ satisfaction. [Consult the
Bibliography for references to items in Huygens’ Oeuvres pertinent
to this and subsequent topics.]

Most seventeenth century writers thought that Latin was the most
suitable language for expounding mathematics. Time and again we
find a correspondent starting a letter in French or whatever and
being forced to break into Latin. The vernaculars were not deemed
rich enough in the burgeoning vocabulary of pure mathematics. But
the doctrine of chances is applied mathematics arising from vulgar

93



The Emergence of Probability

practices and has plenty of terminology. Huygens could express
himself in Dutch but had trouble finding suitable Latin terms. The
editors of his book have found a page in which he lists all the Latin
candidates for various Dutch concepts - alea, sors, fortuna, casus,
lusiones, etc. These became the standard terms for a century and a
half of subsequent publication.

Both of Méré’s problems require some sense of the idea of
expectation. It was Huygens’ practice throughout his work in
applied mathematics to follow the precept of Archimedes, and
begin any treatise with a set of specific rules or axioms peculiar to
the science he was developing. Thus his textbook on chances has
the same goal of rigour as has a modern treatise. We look for, and
find, a very clear account of ideas of expectation.

Huygens needs to know the value of any particular gamble. That
is, if we are invited to gamble with a given schedule of prizes
depending on various outcomes, we demand the fair price for taking
the gamble. Our standard answer is that a gamble is worth the
mathematical expectation of that gamble. Centuries of custom
make this answer seem self-evident to us, but it was not the
established answer when Huygens wrote. Hence he had to justify
mathematical expectation.

Even today justification is called for. Nowadays people tell you
that the expectation is the fair price, because if you repeatedly
gambled on the same terms, the expectation is your average pay-off.
If you paid more than the expectation you would tend to lose, and if
you paid less you would tend to make a profit. This is undoubtedly a
sound rationale for buying several hundred gross of tickets in
successive lotteries, but what if you are going to buy only one ticket
in one gamble? Why should long run average profit be the measure
of fairness?

Churchill Eisenhart has a nice illustration of this predicament. A
Pacific naval base has a machine selling Coca-Cola at 5¢ a bottle.
The price of Coke goes up to 6¢. The machine takes only nickels. If
at random one in every six bottles in the machine is empty, then the
machine is undoubtedly fair. Such a mechanical vendor may be fine
for the regular patrons but a casual visitor who has to pay a dime
before he gets a drink is not likely to think the game fair even if he is
warned beforehand.

It is important to distinguish two distinct questions. On the one
hand we may query whether the mathematical expectation is a fair
price for a gamble when we will gamble only once. This is the
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question of pricing. Now even if we answer this question affirma-
tively, there is a further question of justifying the answer. Examples
like Eisenhart’s do not really question that the expectation is the fair
price of a gamble. They remind us that for unique gambles the
long-run justification cannot be right. There do exist amusing cases,
of which the St Petersburg problem is the first on record, that callin
question the practice of pricing by expectation. [See Todhunter
1865, p. 220.] However, Huygens had no doubt that expectation is
the fair price. This left him with the problem of justification. His
solution to this has a singularly modern flavour because it has been
revived, in a different format, in the personalist theory of F. P.
Ramsey and L. J. Savage.

In discussing mathematical expectation we do so with hindsight.
There was no ready-made concept conveniently labelled ‘expecta-
tion’ whose use Huygens wanted to justify. He does use the word
expectatio in his first tentative translation of his Dutch manuscript,
and to him we owe the word, although for long spes, or hope, ranita
close rival. But Huygens was not trying to justify expectation; he
was trying to justify a method for pricing gambles which happens to
be the same as what we call mathematical expectation.

Huygens thinks there is one basic situation in which we know the
fair price for a game: the fair lottery. Suppose the lots are perfectly
symmetric so each can be drawn ‘as easily as’ any other. We shall not
now concern ourselves with how Huygens’ ‘ease of drawing’ is to be
explicated. It is of no moment whether the symmetry is in the
physical make-up of the lottery, or in the equal relative frequencies
with which the tickets are drawn, or in the sheer subjective
indifference of the bettor to which tickets he happens to hold. With
our modern sophistication we can divine different bases for the
symmetry of the fair lottery — frequency, propensity, personal opin-
ion and so forth — but Huygens cheerfully and perhaps rightly takes
symmetry as the primitive and undefined notion.

In afairlottery itis clear that every bettor must pay the same price
for any ticket. Moreover, if the prize is z then each of the n tickets
should cost z/n. If the tickets cost more the owner of the lottery
would profit without risk. If the tickets cost less, the bettors could
form a syndicate which would profit without risk. So if each player
pays x then the prize must be nx.

Huygens tacitly takes for granted several principles of utility
theory. Fair prices are additive. Lottery tickets are not cheaper by
the dozen. Lotteries may also be compounded. Let a be the fair
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price for ticket 1 in lottery X. Let b be the fair price for ticket 2 in
lottery Y whose prize is the sum a. Then b is also the fair price for a
lottery like Y, but whose prize, instead of A, is ticket 1 for lottery X.
Finally, Huygens thinks that consolation prizes do not change fair
prices. Thus once we have established the fair price for a lottery
ticket, we do not change the price by adding the rider that the
winner shall pay equal consolation prizes to the losers (so long as
this total side pay-off is less than the original prize, so that the
winner is not out of pocket).

Using these assumptions Huygens can now argue for the fair price
of any bet. He invents the device of equivalent gambles. To settle the
price of a ticket T we must find a fair lottery such that a bettor is
indifferent between having T or having a ticket in a certain fair
lottery. Since he is indifferent the prices must be the same. Knowing
the price of the fair lottery ticket we deduce the price of T. There are
two ways in which a lottery can fail to be fair. The prizes may be
unequal, and the tickets may not be drawn equally easily. Huygens
examines the former first.

Suppose you are offered the following contract: a symmetric
lottery has two tickets only and you win a or b according to which
ticket is drawn; b > a. How much should you pay for this contract?
First consider a fair lottery with two tickets and prize a + b. The fair
price for tickets is $(a + b). Moreover, this remains the fair price if
the winner is bound to pay the loser a consolation prize of a. Hence
this is also the fair price for the contract, for in either case one has an
equal chance of winning a or b. This is the content of Huygens’
Proposition I.

His second proposition generalizes the argument to any number
of equal chances worth a4, @, a;,... and so on. Finally his
Proposition III turns to unequal chances. These are represented by
holding more than one ticket in a fair lottery. Thus suppose there
are p chances of winning a and q of winning b. By a more elaborate
form of reasoning along the same lines as that for Proposition I,
Huygens deduces that the value of such a gamble is
(pa + gb)/(p + q).

Such reasoning might be formalized in several different ways.
Olav Reiersgl [1968] asserts that Proposition III requires the
assumption that ‘it is possible to find any number of people willing
to take part in an equitable game, and it is not possible to find
anybody who is willing to take part in a game which is less
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favourable than an equitable game’. But since this assumption is
false and since it does not occur in Huygens it is perhaps to be
avoided, although its intention is clear. It is more instructive to
compare Huygens’ method of argument to F. P. Ramsey’s deriva-
tion of probability theory. Ramsey starts with an initial assumption
that there is an ‘ethically neutral proposition’. Similarly L. J. Savage
assumes that there is at least one conceivable set of alternatives
between which we would be indifferent. At worst, we can at least
imagine a fair coin. Ramsey and Savage were developing a theory of
both utility and probability whereas Huygens took utility theory for
granted, but otherwise the old method and the new one are similar.
Both rely on the device of equivalent gambles.

Huygens was able to derive his results only for rational prob-
abilities. Thanks to work beginning with B. O. Koopman [1940] we
know that so long as there is no upper bound in the number of
tickets in a fair lottery, we can use Huygens’ reasoning to prove a
representation theorem by which we get probabilities on the real
line. This is of some significance. Richard von Mises once vigorously
opposed the ‘classical’ theories of probability on the ground that
they were restricted to the domain of rational numbers. In the case
of the classic Huygens we now know that this is not necessarily so.

The fair prices worked out by Huygens are just what we would
call the expectations of the corresponding gambles. His approach
made expectation a more basic concept than probability, and this
remained so for about a century. There was nothing wrong with this
practice: it has been elegantly revived by P. Whittle [1970].
Huygens does not use any long-run justification for his “fair prices’.
Perhaps this is partly because averages were not well established as
a natural way of representing data. Also Huygens is to some extent
neutral between aleatory and epistemic approaches to probability,
although he leans towards the former. For instance he takes an
example in which I hold three equal coins in one hand and seven in
the other, and argues that you should pay five for the privilege of
choosing a hand. A modern writer with a frequentist outlook would
insist that the coins got into my hands at random. A personalist
would say Huygens was merely expressing subjective indifference.
But Huygens is simply untroubled by such modern sophistication
and thinks his example is clear enough.

Huygens had to make up his terminology as he went along. He
chose the word expectatio when speaking of the value of a gamble.
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