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Comments on Hart’s Defense of the Mind Argument
Much of Hart’s discussion is admirably clear and on the right track.  There is, however, a crucial point at which I think the train comes off the tracks.  It is as the point where we come to Hart’s understanding of what it is for something to be governed by a probabilistic law.  I think he may have an overly strong interpretation of the idea that, given the properties of a mental state, certain outcomes must occur in accordance with a particular probability.  That is, I am worried about what he has in mind when he writes, “Given the properties of the relevant mental state only certain outcomes can obtain, and they must obtain in accordance with a particular probability” (Hart, p. 7).  He seems to presuppose that if events are to follow a probabilistic law, then the distribution over a sample of events must reflect, or exactly match, the expected distribution.   More concretely, he seems to suppose, for example, that if you toss a fair coin 100 times, then it must come up heads 50 times and tails 50 times.  Because this idea is so crucial to Hart’s argument, it will help to have a simple name for it.  Let us call it the “Reflection Principle” to capture the idea that sample frequencies must be a perfect reflection of the underlying probabilities.  Let me explain why I think this is his view, and then explain why I think it is implausible, how it does not do the work of it that he would like, and how it leads to some unacceptable consequences.  


Hart’s positive argument begins on page 7 when he writes,
Suppose that DB has two possible consequences – r1 and r2, where P(r1/DB) = .7 and P(r2/DB) = .3.  Suppose further that we have a cosmic rewind machine and can observe some agent with DB at t1 100 times.  If it is truly a probabilistic law that r1 will follow from DB 7/10 times and r2 will follow 3/10 times, then we should expect that for our rewind experiment r1 would occur 70 times and r2 would occur 30 times. (ibid).
All of this seems perfectly fine.  The first two sentences describe the thought experiment, the third states merely what is expected given 100 replays with the cosmic rewind machine.  The next part gets a little dicey, however.  Hart writes,

Lets say we do our experiment and the agent acts in accordance with the law—can we not conclude that the agent had no choice but to r1 70 times and to r2 30 times?  (ibid.)

What is dicey here is the hint that is it not merely the case that if it is truly a probabilistic law that r1 will follow from DB 7/10 times and r2 will follow 3/10 times, then we should expect that for our rewind experiment r1 would occur 70 times and r2 would occur 30 times.  Instead, Hart seems to want something stronger.  He seems to want to say that if it is truly a probabilistic law that r1 will follow from DB 7/10 times and r2 will follow 3/10 times, then in our rewind experiment r1 must occur 70 times and r2 must occur 30 times.  The double underlined sentence is much stronger than the single underlined sentence.  The underlined sentence makes a claim about values that are to be expected, the double underlined sentence makes a claim about values that must be found.  The double underlined sentence is an instance of the more general Reflection Principle.

One hint that Hart has the double underlined sentence in mind, rather than merely the weaker underlined principle regarding expected values, is found in his second example.  He writes,
Consider a slot machine programmed to allow a winner one out of every 1,000 plays.  S plays the slot machine all day, spins it 5,000 times and wins 5 times.  This is because there is a probabilistic law determining that S would win one in 1,000 plays.  Indeed, had S only won 3 or 4 times, there would be something wrong with the machine in that it wasn’t actualizing the possibilities correctly.  
What Hart appears to mean here is that, if there is a probabilistic law according to which S wins one in 1,000 plays, then in 5,000 plays it not merely happens that S wins five times.  S must win five times.  If S were not to win five times, then, Hart apparently thinks, the slot machine would not be following the 1/1000 probabilistic law.  Hart appears to think that, if the probability of winning really is 1/1000, then it must happen that in 5,000 spins, there must be 5 wins.  This seems to be, for him, just what it is to be governed by the probabilistic law in question.

After endorsing an instance of the Reflection Principle, Hart’s next step is to say that it leads us to see that, in any given instance, or spin, there are no alternative possibilities:

If laws of nature govern in this way, then on a particular occasion, it may appear to be open whether r1 or r2 will occur, but if we repeat the “experiment” again and again, it will be clear that the laws of nature are just “working through” the agents (or slot machines), and they must instantiate the law, whether they want to or not.  It is merely illusory that they have alternative possibilities on a token instance.

The part about the laws of nature are just “working through” the agents is not entirely clear to me, but the overall point seems to be this.  Hart appears to be saying that even given BD and the probabilistic laws governing DB, one must instantiate the law whether one wants to or not.  That’s correct.  From this he infers that alternative possibilities are illusory.  There is only one future development.  That is, even given probabilistic laws, there turns out to be only one future development.  That is, it looks like even given probabilistic laws, the time evolution of the world is deterministic.  This last portion about the alternative possibilities being illusory and apparently trying to squeeze determinism out of probabilistic laws seems to be a mistake.

This last portion seems to be a bit murky, but I want to set that aside, because I think that there are relatively clearer problems with the Reflection Principle.  There seem to me to be three problems.  The “Reflection principle” seems to me implausible on its face, it seems to be inadequate to support the conclusion Hart reaches, and it amounts to embracing a very strong version of the Gambler’s fallacy.

1. When probabilities meet “messy” sample sizes.  There are instances in which the Reflection Principle might seem plausible.  It might seem plausible that if the probability of winning is 1/1000, then in five thousand spins there must be exactly five wins.  (It doesn’t seem plausible to me, but it might to someone.)  But, such plausibility as it may have seems to me to derive from the numbers selected in the example.  Suppose that the probability of winning is 1/1000 so at that in 1000 spins, there must be exactly one win.  Otherwise, the supposition that there is a probabilistic law in which the probability of winning is 1/1000 would be violated.  Ok.  That gives Hart what he wants.  That’s just an instance of the Reflection Principle.  But, what does the Reflection Principle say must happen in 999 spins?  Must we have 0 wins?  1 win?  0 might seem to be a reasonable answer, but that can’t be sustained more generally.  Consider a case in which the probabilistic law is that there is a ½ chance of winning.  That is, assume the probabilities of a fair coin.  Suppose we accept the idea that in two spins there must be exactly one win.  This is what the Reflection Principle dictates.  But, then what must happen when we have three spins?  How many wins must there be?  1.5 wins is impossible, so do we go with 1 or 2 and why?  In the case where one deals with “messy” sample sizes, it does not appear plausible to say that the probabilities must be reflected in the frequencies in actual outcomes.  The Reflection Principle breaks down.

2. When to get your win in.  The fair coin case helps make clear another problem.  Suppose we accept the Reflection Principle for a specific case, so that if there is a genuine probabilistic law that says that the chances of a win are ½, then in two spins we must get exactly one win.  Let this be so.  This seems to allow that the win can come on the first toss of the coin, or the win can come on the second toss of the coin.  So, even accepting this principle, there do seem to be alternatives on the first token instance.  On the first token, one can win or lose.  Put it this way, given two tosses of the coin, you have to win exactly once.  That still leaves open the issue of when to get your win in, either on the first toss or the second.  So, that means that, at least some times, we have alternative possibilities on a token instance.

3. Embracing a strong version of the “gambler’s fallacy.”  Our fair coin brings out yet a third problem as well, a strong version of the gambler’s fallacy.  The Reflection Principle has the strange consequence that once you have a win or a loss on the first instance, this, in conjunction with the principle and the probabilistic law, fixes the results of the next toss.  That is, if S wins the first time, S must lose the second time.  And, if S loses the first time, then S must win the second time.  I say that this embraces the gambler’s fallacy, since it requires that if you lose the first time, then you “are due” for a win on the second.  What makes this a strong version is that, in pedestrian cases of committing the gambler’s fallacy, one thinks that it takes a moderate to long run of bad luck before one is due for a win.  In Hart’s version one loss is enough to guarantee a win.

So, I see three problem’s with Hart’s view.  I might call these the problem with messy sample sizes, the problem of when to get your win in, and the problem of the strong Gambler’s Fallacy.  They all stem, it seems to me, from a commitment to the Reflection Principle.  So, if I have Hart’s view right, there seem to be some serious problems afoot.
