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THE WHITE SHOE: NO RED HERRING

In a recent note, Dr 1. J. Good argues that the paradoxes of confirmation are
spurious on the ground that one of the two assumptions underlying them is
false. I wish to show that Dr Good’s argument fails to establish his point.

The paradoxes of confirmation? follow deductively from two assumptions:
(a) Whatever confirms a given hypothesis also confirms any logically equivalent
one; (b) A hypothesis of the form ‘All F are G’ is confirmed by any of its in-
stances, i.e. by any object that is F and also G; or rather, by any sentence of the
form ‘7 is F and 7 is G’, where ‘7’ is a name of some particular object.

Reasons for construing a hypothesis as confirmed or disconfirmed by evidence
sentences rather than by objects were offered in section 6 of my article in Mind,
to these, there may be added the consideration that one and the same object
may have properties that make it confirmatory, and others that make it discon-
firmatory for a given hypothesis. A particular bird may be a crow and black,
but may also have an albino crow for a sister; in virtue of these properties, it
would both confirm and disconfirm the hypothesis ‘All crows are black’. This
consideration suggests that an object can be said to confirm or to disconfirm a
hypothesis only under a particular description, and it is descriptions, therefore,
that should be counted as confirmatory or as disconfirmatory for a hypothesis.

The two assumptions (@) and () imply the paradoxes of confirmation. For
example, the hypothesis ‘All crows are black’, being equivalent to ‘All non-black
things are non-crows’, is confirmed, inter alia, by a white shoe, or rather, by the
evidence sentence ‘s is not black and s is not a crow’, where ‘s’ is a name of some
white shoe. Dr Good argues that assumption (b), which he states in the form ‘A
case of a hypothesis supports the hypothesis’, is simply false, and that, therefore,
‘the white shoe is a red herring.’

To establish his point, Dr. Good considers two worlds, let us call them W,
and W,, about which the following information S is given: W, or W, is the
world we are in. W contains 100 crows, all of them black, and one million other
birds; W, contains 1001 crows, of which 1000 are black and one white, plus one
million other birds. One bird has been selected equiprobably at random from
all the birds in our world. It turns out to be a black crow.—This information,
Dr Good argues, provides strong support (in a technical sense which need not
be considered here) for the hypothesis that we are in world W,, where not all
crows are black; and he concludes: ‘Thus the observation of a black crow, in
the circumstances described, undermines the hypothesis that all the crows in our
world are black.’

But whatever the merits of this argument may be, it clearly does not refute the
assumption (b). For to do so, it would have to show that an evidence sentence of
the form E: ‘c is a crow and is black’ considered by itself and without reference

11. J. Good, ‘The White Shoe is a Red Herring’, this Journal, 17 (1967), 322.

2 The paradoxes were stated briefly in my article ‘Le probléme de la vérité’, Theoria 3
(1937) (specificially, p. 222) and were developed more fully in subsequent publications,
among them ‘Studies in the Logic of Confirmation’, Mind, §4 (1945), section 5; this essay
is reprinted, with a ‘Postscript (1964) on Confirmation’ in my book, Aspects of Scientific
Explanation, 1965.
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to any other information,! may fail to support the hypothesis that all crows are
black; whereas Dr. Good’s example concerns the confirmatory role, not of E,
but of the vastly stronger evidence sentence S stated above. That an evidence
sentence which contains E as one conjunctive component may be disconfirmatory
for the hypothesis in question is perfectly obvious; the sentence ‘c is a crow and
is black, and d is a crow and is non-black’ will do. But assumption (b) concerns
only the case where the given evidence consists exclusively of a sentence of the
form E; and that this sentence must be taken to support the hypothesis seems
to me undeniable. I conclude, therefore, that the white shoe is not a red herring,
after all.

CARL G. HEMPEL

Princeton University

1 The crucial importance of disregarding additional information in judging the con-
firmatory relevance of a given evidence sentence for a hypothesis was emphasized in
section 5.2(b) of my article in Mind, where it was pointed out that the very appearance of
paradoxicality in cases like that of the white shoe results in part from a failure to observe
this maxim.
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