Edgington on Compounds of Conditionals

MAX KOLBEL

Dorothy Edgington (1986) has long defended the view that conditionals
do not have truth conditions. This view, like other views on conditionals,
owes an explanation of the behaviour of conditionals when they are
embedded in larger sentences, and in her excellent article “On Condi-
tionals’ in Mind (1995), Edgington addresses this issue. | want to com-
plain not so much that anything of what she says in this respect is false,
but rather that she ignores many interesting contexts in which condition-
als can be embedded. For example, she fails to consider (@) conditionals
embedded as conjuncts, (b) the general case of conditionals embedded as
disuncts, and (c) conditionals within the scope of quantification. | shall
first make some remarks about the embedding problem in general and
about Edgington’'s way of tackling it. Then | shall discuss the above-
mentioned ways of embedding conditionals, of which especialy quanti-
fication turns out to be a problem. In the final section, | elaborate on the
nature of this problem and consider two unsuccessful proposals for a
solution.

Any theorist who claims that sentences of some sort do not have truth
conditions, and who nevertheless wants to maintain a standard truth
conditional semantics for sentences which are not of this sort, faces the
embedding problem. This problem is well-known in the case of
expressivism about moral sentences: the moral expressivist claims that
moral sentences do not have truth conditions and provides a special
speech-act analysis of moral sentences, when they occur separately.
But stating what speech-act one performs in uttering a sentence sepa-
rately is not yet to say anything about the function of that sentence
when it occurs not separately, but as the constituent of a larger sen-
tence. As the moral expressivist denies that the sentences in question
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have truth conditions, he cannot make use of the truth conditional
semanticist’s apparatus in explaining these embedded occurrences.

Dorothy Edgington’s theory of conditionals faces the same general
embedding problem as does moral expressivism, since her theory is, inan
extended sense of the term, an expressivist theory of conditionals: she
denies that conditionals have truth conditions and provides a speech-act
account of conditionals when they occur separately—sincerely to utter a
conditional is to make a conditional assertion and thereby to express a
conditional belief. The special speech-act performed in uttering a condi-
tional isthe speech-act of conditionally asserting the consequent given the
antecedent. The embedding problem faced by expressivism about condi-
tional sentences is that of explaining the meaning of conditionals when
they occur embedded in larger sentences. While the conditional sentence
“If heisin Italy, heisin Rome” may be used to assert conditionally that
heisin Rome, given the supposition that heisin Italy, it might be argued
that the same sentence cannot be used to make this conditional assertion
when it occurs embedded in

(1) Either heisin Rome, if heisin Italy, or heisin Bordeaux, if he
isin France.
Edgington cannot use the standard truth functional account of “or”, asthe
two diguncts are conditionals, and therefore do not—according to her—
have truth conditions. Some other account is needed.

Even if the general embedding problem is the same for Edgington’s
expressivism about conditionals as for moral expressivism, the initia
prospects for responding to the difficulty are much better in Edgington’s
case—in at least two respects. First, whileit would seem hopelessto claim
that moral sentences cannot be embedded in the way in which other
declarative sentences can be embedded, thisis not hopelessin the case of
conditionals. Conditionals might well form a separate syntactic category
that does not admit of embedding operations of which other sentences
admit. By contrast, moral sentences do not seem to constitute a syntactic
category: “Gambling is bad” can obviously be embedded in the same
waysas" Gamblingispopular’. Secondly, therivals of Edgington’ stheory
also face difficultiesin accounting for embedded conditionals. The moral
expressivist’srivals don’t face analogous difficulties.

!Evenif the expressivist manages to construct a special semantic theory to ex-
plain the function of sentential connectives when they are used to compound
moral sentences (e.g. Blackburn 1984), he still faces the problem that this specia
theory would be incompatible with the standard truth conditional account of these
connectives, given that the same connectives can be used to compound moral sen-
tences, non-moral sentences and combinations of both (see Hale 1986). For ade-

tailed discussion of the embedding problem in cases other than conditionals, see
Kolbel (1997).
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Edgington (1995) exploits both these points. On the one hand, she
points out that rival accounts are at least in no better position to deal with
compounds of conditionals. Both the truth functional view of condition-
als, and the view that conditionals have non-truth-functional truth condi-
tions, have unacceptable consequences (1995, pp. 281-2; 1997, pp. 120-1).
On the other hand, she attempts to explain away purported compounds
with conditional constituents. It is this latter part of her strategy with
which | am here concerned.

Edgington discusses four kinds of alleged compounds of conditionals,
namely sentences of the following apparent forms (1995, 282—4):

(i) (if A B)or(ifC,D)
(i) not (if A, B)

(iii) if A, (if B, C)

(iv) if (if A, B), C.
She claimsthat form (i) is virtually uninstantiated. There are two kinds of
apparent instances. one kind aren’'t genuine disjunctions, because both
purported disuncts are endorsed. The other kind are an * exceedingly bad
way to convey theinformation”, and if onewereto convey theinformation
properly, one would not use a digunction of conditionals (1995, p. 283).

Negations of conditionals (case (ii)) are normally conditionals with
negated consequents. In cases where this analysis doesn't fit, the negation
is presumably to be understood as some kind of illocutionary negation.?

Apparent conditionals with conditional consequents (case (iii)) can be
easily understood, but only “ as equivalent to sentences without embedded
conditionals’, namely as equivalent to “if (A and B), C” (1995, p. 284).

Conditionals with conditional antecedents (case (iv)), however, are
very hard to understand. Example: “If Kripke was there if Strawson was,
then Anscombe was there”. Edgington suggests that in so far as we are
able to interpret such conditionals, we do so using ad hoc strategies. For
example, we might be ableto identify abasisD for asserting “If A, B”, and
theninterpret “If (B if A), thenC” as“If D thenC”. Again, insofar aswe
are able to interpret this conditional with a conditional antecedent, it is
equivalent to a sentence without embedded conditionals.

The discussion of these four cases concludes Edgington’ s treatment of
the embedding problem. Her modest conclusion is that “the facts square
at least aswell with the hypothesis that conditionals do not have truth val-
ues as with the hypothesis that they do” (1995, p. 284).

2Cf. Edgington (1995, p. 283). The well-known doctrine of performative verbs
involves a similar treatment of negation: cf. Searle 1969.
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Even this modest conclusion istoo rash.2 For Edgington failsto consider,
for example, (8) disjunctions with only one conditional disjunct, (b)
conditionals embedded as conjuncts and (c) conditionals embedded
within the scope of quantification. | shall discuss each case in turn. It
will turn out that Edgington’s explaining away strategy can be
maintained for (a) and (b), but not for conditionals within the scope of
quantification.

(a) As| said earlier, Edgington explains away disjunctions made up of
conditional disjunctsonly. But what about disjunctions compounded from
one conditional disjunct, and one disjunct that it not conditional? For
example:

(2) Either | get health insurance or | have to pay if | see adoctor.

We can easily imagine circumstances in which (2) serves a straightfor-
ward communicative purpose. Can Edgington find an equivaent form of
words which is free of embedded conditionals (as was her general strat-
egy)? | think thereis agood candidate:

(2*) If I don't get health insurance, then | haveto pay if | see adoctor.

(2*) isaconditional with aconditional consequent, which on Edgington’s
view (see 8l above) gets treated as equivalent to:

(E2) If I don't get health insurance and see adoctor, | have to pay.

In this way, Edgington might again paraphrase away an apparent condi-
tional disunct.

(b) Edgington never explicitly considers conjunctions of conditionals.
This may not be surprising, because at first sight conditional conjuncts
would seem unproblematic. Instead of treating “If A, Band if C, D” asa
conjunction of conditionals, we could just treat it as two separate condi-
tionals. Consider this conjunction:

(3) If I try to help her, she will call me patronizing and if | don’t try
to help her, she will call me inconsiderate.

To assert (3) is equivalent to making two separate conditional assertions:
“If 1 try to help her, she will call me patronizing” and then “If | don’t try

to help her, shewill call me inconsiderate”.
However, thereis areal difference between a conjunction and the cor-
responding series of separately asserted conjuncts. The difference doesn’t
30ne might already be dissatisfied with Edgington’ s policy of explaining away
apparent cases of embedded conditional s by paraphrasing them. But however un-

attractive and ad hoc her treatment of embedded conditionals may seem, she
shows rival (truth conditional) accounts to be much worse (pp. 280-2).
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show up with simple conjunctions. But it does show up in quantified con-
texts. To assert “ John smokes and John drinks’ may be equivalent to first
asserting “John smokes’ and then asserting “John drinks’. The conjunc-
tion is dispensable. But when a conjunction occurs within the scope of a
quantifier, it may no longer be dispensable. Consider “ Someone smokes
and drinks’, or its simplified formalization “For some X, x smokes and X
drinks’. No two separate, conjunction-free assertions can replace this.*
Similarly, open sentential phrases with a structure like (3) can occur
within the scope of aquantifier, in which case the conjunction isno longer
dispensable. For example:

(4) Thereisadgirl who, if | try to help her, will call me patronizing
and if | don’t try to help her, will call me inconsiderate.
Thus, Edgington needs an account of the role of conditionals as con-
juncts, at least for cases where the conjunction occurs in the scope of a
guantifier.
(c) Examples of conditionals embedded within the scope of
quantification are not hard to find. Let us first consider universal
guantification:

(5a) If adog barks, it doesn't hite.

(5b) Any dog, if it barks, (it) doesn’t bite.

(5¢) Nodog, if it barks, bites.

(6a) If awoman loves aman, she shouldn’t let him know.
(6b) Any woman, if sheloves aman, shouldn’t let him know.
(6c) Nowoman, if she loves aman, should let him know.

(5a)—(5¢) are, | think equivalent, and so are (6a)—(6c). | have displayed
the a-versions together with the b- and c-versions in order to make clear
that these are quantified sentences, and that the indefinite article in “a
dog” and “awoman” signals universal rather than existential generality
within the context of (5a) and (6a) respectively.®

4 One might argue that one could use two separate assertions to replace this:
“Someone smokes”... “He drinks as well”. Response: either, in the suggested
replacement “He" anaphorically refers back to the person introduced by
“Someone”, in which case it might not be an appropriate replacement. Or, in the
suggested replacement we ought to construe both utterances as being within the
scope of the quantifier “Someone”, in which case the replacement would be
appropriate, but wouldn't solve the embedding problem in analogous cases
involving conditionals. (Hans Kamp’s framework of discourse representation
theory permits quantifiers that range over separate utterances within the same
discourse. See Kamp and Reyle 1990.)

®Other universally quantifying occurrences of “a’, not involving conditionals,
include“A bedisnot atrampoline” and “ An ersatzer is someone who replacesrea
concrete worlds by cheap set theoretic substitutes”.
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If we wanted to represent the logical structure of these sentences using
formulae of standard predicate logic, we would immediately get into a
tangle, for the usual formalization practice of natural language quantifiers
involves the postulation of deep structure material conditionals, as for
examplein “(x)(xisaman E x ismortal)” as aformalization of “All men
are mortal”. In what follows, | shall therefore use restricted quantifier
notation.

How could Edgington deal with conditionals that are embedded as in
(5a) and (6a)? Can she explain them away? She might argue that
sentences (5a) and (6a) are equivalent to (E5) and (E6), which do not
contain the word “if”:

(E5) A dog that barks doesn’t bite.
(E6) A woman who loves aman shouldn’t let him know.
Thus, the logica form of (11) would be
(F5*) [any x: xisadog & X barks](&x bites),
instead of
(F5) [any x: xisadog](if x barks, @x hites)
And thelogical form of (6) could be given as

(F6*) [any x: xisawoman & [ay: yisaman](x lovesy)](x should not
let y know)
instead of as
(F6) [any x: xisawoman](if [ay: yisaman](x lovesy), (x should not
let y know)).°
Promising as this may look, however, there are other cases in which it
doesn’t seem to work, namely cases where the quantification is genuinely
existential asin (7) and (8).
(7a) Thereisastudent who, if | criticize him, will get angry.
(Thereis astudent who will get angry if | criticize him.)

(7b) Some student, if | criticize him, will get angry.
(Some student will get angry if | criticize him.)

(8a) Thereisasculpturel’ll buy if | can.
(Thereis a sculpture which, if I can, I'll buy.)

®For simplicity, | amignoring thefact that (6) iselliptical for “If awoman loves
aman, she shouldn’t let him know that she loves him”.
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(8b) *Some sculpture, if | can, I'll buy it.’
| consider the a- and b-versions of (7) equivalent. (7)’ slogical formispre-
sumably captured by (F7):

(F7) [Somex: xisstudent](if | criticize x, x will get angry).
Thelogical structure of (8) is presumably captured by (F8):

(F8) [Somex: xissculpture](if | can buy x, | will buy x).
Cases like (7) or (8) cannot be paraphrased away in the style of (E5)
and (E6). (7) is not, for example, equivalent to “A student whom | criti-
cise will get angry.”: this entails that | do criticise some student, while
(7) doesn't—(7) may be correct even though | never criticise any stu-
dent.

| believe that there is no conditional-free equivalent of (7) or (8). If this
is true, then any expressivist about conditionals needs to give a specia
account of quantification governing conditional matrices, one which is
not in conflict with the expressivist’s contention that conditionals do not
have truth conditions.

My intermediate conclusion is that the expressivist about conditionals
must seriously address and explain the semantics of at |east some compo-
sitional devices, when they are used to compound conditional compo-
nents. How difficult a challenge is this>—In this last section | want to
describe the difficulty, focussing my attention on the case of conditionals
within the scope of existential quantification.

The problem for the expressivist about conditionals lies in one of the
basic assumptions of the truth conditional approach. A truth conditional
theory of meaning divides into two parts: a theory of content, which
describes recursively how the content of each sentence is determined by
its parts and their way of combination; and atheory of illocutionary force,
which describes the communicative function (assertoric, interrogative,
etc.) of each sentence.® The crucial assumption for our purposes is that
illocutionary force is a feature of the meaning of a sentence, which gets
assigned to the sentence only once its content has been determined. That

A b-version of (9) analogousto (8b) is problematic, because * some scul pture”
would have to be in object position, which either resultsin an awkward sentence,
because word order rules are violated (e.g. “ Some sculpture, if | can, I'll buy it”),

or in a sentence where the scope of the quantifier is more naturally heard in the
wrong place (“I’ll buy some sculpture, if | can.”).

8Inthis, | follow McDowell (1976, 81).
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is, illocutionary force is not one of the building blocks of the meaning of
a sentence that can be further compounded. Rather, a sentence gets its
force onceall the compounding isdone. Thus, illocutionary force does not
get embedded, and each compl ete sentence has exactly one illocutionary
force.® This assumption makes alot of sense, sinceit is the conception of
content as given by atruth condition that allows the recursive assignment
of contents to sentences. The force of a sentence, however, does not con-
tribute to the truth conditions of a sentence.™

Since the expressivist about conditionals believes that “if”-clauses are
complex force indicators, and since, as | have shown, conditionals are
subject to composition by connectives and quantifiers, the expressivist
must abandon the neat division of labour, according to which atruth con-
ditional theory of content is alone responsible for the compositional fea-
tures of language, while the theory of force is solely responsible for
describing the communicative function that complete sentences with cer-
tain contents have. How could this work?

In a bipartite theory of meaning of the kind | am envisaging, the theory
of content yields theorems that allow one to read off a sentence’s truth
conditional content, while the theory of force then assigns a communica-
tive function (illocutionary force). Thus for a complete sentence CES’,
where “E” is the sentence' s assertoric force indicator, the theory of con-
tent generates atheorem which gives the truth condition of the sentential
phrase (or “sentence radical”) S

(T1) Sistrueif andonly if p.

From this, the theory of force will then generate a theorem which assigns
a.communicative function to the complete sentence DES’:

(T2) Uttering DES’ counts as asserting p.**

Edgington’s proposal about conditionals is to treat “if”-clauses as com-
plex force indicators. Thus, suppose that our theory of content also yields
the theorem

(T3) Ristrueif and only if .

® Some authors (e.g. Davies 1981) regard force not as a feature of sentence-
types, but rather of utterances. Thus, the sentence” The door isopen” isnot aways
uttered with assertoric force. | adhere to a different terminology, according to
which illocutionary force is a feature of sentence-types, but according to which
one can utter a sentence with deviant communicative intentions. Thus the sen-
tence “The door is open” has assertoric force, even though it can sometimes be
used to issue a command. My use of “illocutionary force” corresponds therefore
to Davies' s use of “primafacieillocutionary force”.

0 pace Davidson 1979 and Lewis 1970, for example.

1| am simplifying by ignoring the possibility of indexical sentences, and by
leaving the formulation of (T2) completely neutral asto what the correct account
of assertion is.
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Then, for asentenceDf R, S’, or rather DERS’, the theory of force would
generate

(T4) Uttering DES’ counts as asserting p conditionally upon g.

Someone who makes such an assertion thereby commits him/herself to p,
not categorically, but conditionally upon g (see Edgington 1995, pp. 287—
91).

In order to discuss how an expressivist about conditionals could
account for quantifiers as applied to conditional formulae, wefirst need to
know what sort of theorems we want to generate. L et us consider a mod-
ification of example (7):

(9) Thereisaboy in my classwho, if | criticize him, will get angry.
(Thereisaboy in my classwho will get angry if | criticize him.)
The speech act | perform by uttering (9) will not simply be the assertion
of the truth conditional content that thereisaboy in my classwho will get
angry if | criticize him. If that were so, we could have alowed unquanti-
fied conditionals to be truth-evaluable too, in which case we wouldn’t
have been expressivists about conditionals. This also precludes us from
using the sort of Tarskian axiom that normally explainsthe semantic func-
tion of quantifiers.*?

But what theorem do we want our theory of force to generate for (9)?
What are the commitments one undertakes by uttering (9)?

The crucia difficulty seems to be that the utterance of unquantified
conditionals, such as “Peter will get angry if | criticize him”, constitutes
aconditional assertion, that is, acommitment that doesn’t become actual
until the antecedent getsfulfilled (or believed to befulfilled). Existentially
quantified conditionals, however, seem to constitute an unconditional
commitment to the existence of someone who is characterized only con-
ditionally. There clearly is such an unconditional existential commitment,
for if it turned out that there were no boysin my class, | would have to
admit error, having uttered (9). However, the additional conditional com-
mitment that | undertake is clearly one concerning the entity to whose
existence | am categorically committed. Thuswe cannot just say that | am
committed to the existence of a boy in my class, and conditionally com-
mitted to someone getting angry. The two commitments clearly converge
on one entity—the conditional commitment is part of the specification of

2For example:

(A1) A sequence s sdtisfies a sentence Dinx; f° iff thereis a sequence s*
which differsfrom s at most initsi-th place, and which satisfiesf .
Astruth isthen defined as satisfaction by all (or some) sequences, we cannot use
an axiom like (A1) to account for the quantifier in (9). For then we would have to
define satisfaction for the open formula“xisaboy inmy classand xwill get angry
if | criticize him”, which would mean that conditional s of that form are truth-eval-
uable.
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what kind of thing it isthat is said to exist. Since the existential commit-
ment is categorical, it is hard to see how the specification of what it is that
issaid to exist could be conditional. In other words, the utterer of (9) is
not making his assertion of the existence of aboy of acertain kind contin-
gent upon him (the utterer) criticizing anyone. Clearly, whoever gets
angry if criticized is said to exist whether or not he actually does get crit-
icized.

Thisisthe reason why a proposal made by Belnap (1970) cannot work.
Belnap proposes a semantics for quantified conditionals when condition-
alsare construed as serving for conditional assertion, making referenceto
Quine's account of conditional assertion which bears some similarity to
Edgington’ s account.” Slightly adapted, Belnap’s proposal is this. Con-
sider any sentencess of the form DES$x (if xisF, thenxisY)®. Then there
are two cases:

I: therearenoFs: sis“nonassertive’.

Il: thereareFs: sisused to assert the disjunctive proposi-
tion expressed by X 1 isY v t,isY ...° for
al termst; such that x; isf ° expressesa
true proposition.

In other words, the utterance of an existentially quantified conditional is
“nonassertive’—does not count as an assertion—if its antecedent is
unfulfilled, and it counts as an assertion of a certain appropriate disjunc-
tion, if its antecedent is fulfilled.**

Belnap’ s proposal yields the wrong results: it entails that my utterance
of (9) is*nonassertive” if thereisno boy in my classwhom | criticize. In
fact, however, my utterance does count as an assertion of some sort or
other whether or not thereisaboy in my classwhom | criticize. The prob-
lemisto say what speech act | perform in that case.

Since it seemsthat in uttering (9) | unconditionally assert the existence
of aboy in my classwho will get angry if criticized, one might try to recast
the condition of being someone who will get angry if criticized in away
that is acceptable to the expressivist about conditionals. One suggestion
would be that in uttering (9) | assert unconditionally that thereisaboy in
my class of whom | am committed to assert conditionally that he will get
angry if criticized. More schematically speaking, our theory might gener-

12 See Quine 1952, p. 19 and Edgington 1995, pp. 288-9. Note that Belnap's
proposal is not intended to solve the current problem, but rather to examine
whether restricted quantification can be better understood when the conditional

normally read into sentences such as “All men are mortal.” is interpreted in
Quine' s conditional assertion way.

4 Because of the specific aim of his paper, Belnap considers only quantified
conditionals where antecedent and consequent contain the same bound variable.
But it is easy to imagine how his treatment could be generalized.
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ate theorems of the following form (given previous theorems (T1) and
(T3)):
(T5) Anutterance of DE$x (if R, S)° counts asa (categorical) assertion
that there is an x such that the speaker is conditionally committed
to p given that g.
This, however, isno better than Belnap’ s proposal. First, there may not be
any such person: | may be committed to there being someone who gets
angry if criticized without having any conditional commitments concern-
ing any particular person. Moreover, utterances of (9) are not, as (T5)
entails, explicitly about the speaker’ scommitments. Finally, itisclear that
no such proposal could be part of the sort of truth conditional semantics
that is most attractive: one which is completely extensional and thereby
guarantees smooth derivation of truth conditions.
| don’t see any other obvious way in which the function of (9) could be
described within Edgington’s framework. | conclude that expressivists
about conditionals have yet to succeed in the necessary task of giving an
account of quantification into conditional contexts.*
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