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MIDWEST STUDIES IN PHILOSOPHY, XVIII (1993)

Wittgensteinian Bayesianism
PAUL HORWICH

Belief is not an all-or-nothing matter. Rather, there are various degrees
of conviction which may be represented by numbers between zero and
one. Were we ideally rational, our full beliefs (of degree one) would comply
with the laws of deductive logic; they would be consistent and closed under
logical implication. And similarly, our degrees of belief should conform to
the probability calculus.! This enrichment of epistemology-—provided by the
addition of degrees of belief and an appreciation of their probabilistic ‘logic’—
fosters progress with respect to many problems in the philosophy of science.

These statements form the core of a program, which I will call “therapeu-
tic Bayesianism,” whose primary goal is the solution of various puzzles and
paradoxes that come from reflecting on scientific methods, Its creed is that many
of these problems are the product of oversimplification, and that the above-
mentioned elementary probabilistic model of degrees of belief often contains
just the right balance of accuracy and simplicity ‘to enable us to command a
clear view of the issues and see where we were going wrong.? This somewhat
Wittgensteinian goal and creed distinguishes therapeutic Bayesianism from
more systematic enterprises in which probabilistic degrees of belief play a
-prominent role: for example, Bayesian decision theory, Bayesian statistics,
Bayesian psychology, Bayesian semantics, and Bayesian history of science. It is
especially important to appreciate the difference between the problem-solving
orientation of therapeutic Bayesianism—that of exploiting a simple, idealized
model in otder to help illuminate notorious philosophical perplexities—and
the quite distinct project of providing a perfectly true and complete (descrip-
tive or normative) theory of scientific practice. The latter task might well
involve the postulation of belief-gradations, and might also be done in the
name of philosophy of science. However, its aims are quite different; and one
must beware of judging one project by adequacy conditions appropriate to
the other? . ~
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