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Abstract

The present paper is initially intended to provide an introduction to the
literature on the metaphysics and semantics of dispositions in analytic
philosophy. To this end, I characterize five semantic approaches to
disposition ascriptions (the simple conditional analysis, the modified
conditional analyses, the unanalyzable approach, the generic account, and
the graded models) and show what kind of metaphysic is consistent with
each of them. With this survey on the table, I am inclined to say that the
arguments against the simple and modified conditional analyses are
sufficiently good to refute these analyses. In addition to that, I put forward
several arguments against the generic account and the graded model,
arguing that the unanalyzable approach is preferable to its opponents.
Finally, given this analyzability and the possibility of unmanifesting
disgositlions, I side with the kind of dispositionalism suggested by Martin
and Heil.
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The present paper is initially intended to provide an introduction to the
literature on the metaphysics and semantics of dispositions in analytic
philosophy. I start with a discussion of the semantics and metaphysical
problems of disposition ascriptions. The semantic problems are something
like these: What does a disposition ascription mean? Is it analyzable into
counterfactual conditional? Is it analyzable at all? Here are some typical
examples of metaphysical problems: What is the nature of a disposition? Are
there first-order, real dispositional properties? Are dispositions causally
impotent? Given this understanding of the semantics and metaphysical
problems concerning the disposition ascription, I characterize five semantic
approaches to disposition ascriptions and show what kind of metaphysic is
consistent with each of them:

1) The simple conditional analysis

The most popular approach to the semantics of disposition is the simple
conditional analysis, originally suggested by Ryle (1949), according to which
every disposition is equivalent to one or a set of counterfactual conditional
(its antecedent is triggering the stimulus condition of the disposition and its
consequence is the manifestation of the disposition). There are at least three
metaphysical views which are compatible with the simple conditional
analysis: Ryle (1949), Goodman (1954), and Dummett (1978)’s anti-realism,
Armstrong (1969)’s realism, and Prior, Pargetter, and Jackson (1982)’s
functionalism. There can be found several lines of metaphysical argument
against each of these views. For example, anti-realism is not able to explain
what is the truth-maker for disposition sentences; realism has difficulties in
accounting for the multiple realization of dispositions, and functionalism
leads to unintuitive consequences such as the causal impotence of
dispositional properties.

2) The unanalyzable approach

While the simple conditional analysis was widely accepted among
philosophers, Martin (1994), Johnson (1992), and Smith (1977) showed that
it is vulnerable to three counterexamples: The problems of finkishness,
masking, and mimicking. In finkish and masking cases, while the stimulus
condition is satisfied, an external obstacle prevents the disposition from
manifesting (therefore the disposition is present, whereas the
counterfactual is false). In mimicking cases, when the stimulus condition is
satisfied, an external agent makes an object to mimic a manifestation of a
disposition (therefore the disposition is absent, whereas the counterfactual
is true). The problems of finkishness and masking make clear that the
counterfactual is not a necessary condition for ascribing a disposition, and
the problem of mimicking demonstrates that the counterfactual is not
sufficient for an ascription of a disposition. Given that a disposition is not
analyzable into counterfactuals, Martin (1994) and Heil (2003) argue for the
dispositionalism according to which there are real, first-order dispositional
properties. In addition to this semantic motivation, there are also the
metaphysical motivations (for example, the existence of unmanifested
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dispositions) and the physical motivation (that the fundamental physical
properties are dispositional) for dispositionalism.

3) The modified conditional analysis

Some philosophers think that while the problems of finkishness,
masking, and mimicking undermine the simple conditional analysis,
conditional accounts of disposition can be modified to overcome these
problems. There are two main versions of the modified conditional analysis:
The first is Lewis (1997)’s version according to which we can avoid these
problems by adding a sentence in counterfactual that says, after triggering
the stimulus condition, the object retains the causal basis of the disposition.
However, as Bird (1998, 2007) has shown in detail, Lewis’s Strategy is still
vulnerable to the masking problem. The second version of the modified
conditional analysis suggested by, for example, Malzkorn (2000), Gunderson
(2002), and Mumford (1998), is that, since the problems of finkishness,
masking, and mimicking are raised in abnormal situations, we can avoid
them by adding the conditions like “in normal condition”, or “in ideal
condition”, or “ceteris paribus” to counterfactuals. However, as Cross (2012)
has made sufficiently clear, this version of modified conditional analysis
faces a dilemma: On the one hand, if they leave their qualification bare, their
account would be trivially true; on the other hand, if they provide a
substantive proposal for it, they face the risk of endless counterexamples.
Moreover, none of the versions of modified conditional analysis can
accommodate our intuition about the case of Achilles.

4) The generic account

Such difficulties lead some thinkers to set (simple and modified)
conditional analyses aside and choose alternative semantics for
dispositional ascriptions. One alternative semantic has been suggested by
Fara is that dispositional ascriptions must be analysed in terms of generic
sentences; that is, ‘A is disposed to M when C’ means that ‘A M when C’. To
the extent that generic sentences can have exceptions, the finkish, masking
and mimicking can be thought of as their permissible exceptions. There are
three standard objections to Fara’s generic claim: the problems of absent
patterns, absent stimulus conditions, and explaining the gradable aspect of
dispositions. In addition, I put forward three new arguments against Fara’s
generic account: The first is the worry that it cannot make any metaphysical
account of dispositions preferable. The second is that if we choose the
predicational account of infinitive which has strong motivation, his
semantic reasoning no longer works. The third is that Fara’s account makes
a wronﬁprediction about our intuition concerning exceptional dispositions.

5) The gradable views

Another alternative semantic for disposition ascription is the view that
focuses on the gradable aspect of dispositions. According to Manley and
Wasserman (2008)’s version of this view, a disposition can be correctly
ascribed to an object if the object manifests the disposition in suitable
proportions of stimulus conditions. The initial motivation for the view is
that it can nicely explain the case of Achilles. However, I argue that this view
faces a severe problem. While we seemingly examine the limited numbers
of situations and conditions which are relevant to a disposition for ascribing
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it, Manley and Wasserman do not introduce a criterion for distinguishing
relevant from irrelevant situations.

With this survey on the table, I am inclined to say that the unanalyzable
approach to the semantics of dispositions and dispositionalist approach to
the metaphysic of dispositions are more plausible than any of their rivals.
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13. Tendency

14, Covert

15, Overt

16. Categorical

17. Paraphrase

18. Simple

19. Functionalism

20. Truth-maker

21. Causal base

22. Multiple-realization
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28. Epiphenomenon
29. Fink

30. Mask
31. Mimic
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39. Nomic necessity
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45, Generic

46. Habitual

47. Absent patterns

48. Absent stimulus conditions
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