CAPACITY, ABILITY, PREDISPOSITION AND DISPOSITION
H. B. DALRYMPLE

A crucial concept in recent theory of mind is the concept of disposi-
tion. Tt has been particularly important in the behaviorist program
because of two closely related things that have come to the attention of
the behaviorist. 1) Noticing that there may be no visible difference
between two acts, only one of which is said to involve intelligence, or the
use of the mind, the behaviorist distinguishes between them by saying that
the intelligent act alone was an exercise of a behavioral disposition. Soifa
man wins at poker intelligence is involved only if he has a habit of doing
this. 2) An explanation of some piece of human behavior may seem to be
causal when in fact no explanation of the behavior in terms of preceding
behavior can be given. The behaviorist argues that explanations in these
cases are in terms of dispositions to behave in certain ways and that
dispositional explanations are not causal. It is obvious that both of these
moves have the common purpose of avoiding any reference to inner events
or processes. This paper challenges the behaviorist’s contention that it is
inappropriate to speak of dispositions as causes. I wil] analyse the concept
of disposition and show that it is not wrong to speak of a disposition as a
cause, or at least as part of a cause.

Considering the influence that Ryle has had on philosophical behav-
forists,! it might be useful to state a definition of “disposition,” that
seemns to be implied by what Ryle says. Dispositions are what can be
predicated of particular objects only by means of statements which require
for their analysis the employment of synthetic general hypotheti-
cals. Thus, “He is unpunctual,” means that whenever he is supposed to be
at a certain place at a certain time, he is always, or nearly always, late; and
“The melting point of this piece of ice is 32 degrees,” means that if the
temperature of this piece of ice is rasised to 32 degrees it will melt. The
following points need to be made: 1} Singular statements referring to dis-
positions, though not law-statements, are simitar to law-
statements. 2) The synthetic hypotheticals need not be of the universal
type; in fact, most of them are not. The uncooperativeness referred to in
“He is an uncooperative person,” means that he is uncooperative in most
situations where cooperation is called for and s more typical of what are
called dispositions than is the temperature of ice to melt at 32 de-
grees. 3) There can be dispositions to form dispositions or to break up
dispositions, i.¢., a man can have a disposition to improve his memory or
to stop smoking.

The analysis of disposition that is implied in Ryle’s writing is fairly
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close to common usage. There is one apparent discrepancy. Very rarely is
the term used in ordinary discourse (or even in scientific writing) except in
connection with determinables, and it is further instructive that most of
Ryle’s own examples of how the term, “disposition,” is used is in con-
nection with determinables. By a determinable | mean some trait that
varies in degree. Thus, such character iraits as aggressiveness, friendliness,
intelligence, bravery and punctuality would all be determinabies. So
would knowledge of how to bake a cake but not knowledge that Richard
Nixon is president of the United States, though, according to Ryle, and of
course he is right, analysis of the latter expression no less than the former
would have to be in terms of synthetic hypotheticals. But I am not here
arguing that “disposition,” should always be used only when speaking of
determinables. I do believe, however, that restriction of the term of the
class of determinables is of value in explaining the logic of the concept.

Abilities and capacities are more often referred to by people who talk
about dispositions (both philosophers and psychelogists) than any other
type of disposition. Because they can often be more easily measured than
some of the other dispositions that are exercised by humans, it is possible
to speak of them in relatively precise terms. I shall begin then with a
discussion of abilities and capacities.

Although the terms, “ability,” and “capacity,” are often used inter-
changeably, if a distinction is made between the terms, “ability,” is usually
used to mean the best a person could do (given his level of development),
whereas “capacity,” is used to mean the highest ability a person could
acquire. I propose to redefine these terms so that they will be more useful
in explaining how hereditary and environmental factors combine to pro-
duce skillful performances and so that their definitions can be used as
model concepts upon which more comprehensive concepts can be con-
structed that will be applicable to any behavior.

“Ability,” is defined as what a person could do throughout a whole
range of conditions varying from the least favorable to the most favorable
for carrying out the performance and achieving the goal. A person of
superior ability would do better throughout the whole range of conditions
than would a person of inferior ability. Similarly, increase in ability would
be reflected in improvements in performance throughout the whole range
of conditions, whereas decrease in ability would be reflected in a lowered
quality of performance throughout the whole range of conditions. These
relations may be illustrated graphically. The curves may be read as in-
creases or decreases in ability of a single individual, or they may be read as
comparisons of the abilities of different individuals.

“Capacity,” is then defined as what a person’s ability would be under
conditions for developing the ability ranging from the least favorable to
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thé'most favorable. Assuming that the conditions for developing the
ability were equal, a person of superior capacity would have greater abilit
throufghout the whole range of conditions than would a person of inferio{
c.apac:ity. These relations may also be conceptualized graphically by refer-
ring to the preceding graph, but here we must make use of both the curves
Flrayv_n in solid lines as representing the capacity for something of one
mdmfiual and the set of curves drawn in dashed lines as representing the
gapaglty of some other individual for that same something. If we caﬁ the
f'1r5t individual A and the second individual B, then since the dashed curves
¥1e above the solid curves, it can be said that B has the greater capac-
1tyl..Notice, however, that it does not follow that B has the gregter
ab?l?ty. That all depends upon which ability curve describes the present
abilitics of A and B. If A is on his highest ability curve and B is on his
]ow.est ability curve, then it is A that will have the highest ability. But
again if A has the highest ability, it doesn’t follow that B will per.form
bet'ter at a given time. Perhaps B (because he is trying as hard as he can)
WI’?J.IG A (because he is hardly trying at all) is at the lowest point on his
ability curve. If this is so, then B will be the better performer. |
' These relations between capacity, ability and performance can also be
illustrated by means of equation. Notice that there are two equations
re};}ajresenting performance. One of these equations uses the word “ability,”
;vbﬂ}:yt.he other equation substitutes the right-hand side of the equation for
Performance = ability x present conditions
Ability = capacity x past conditions
Performance = capacity x past conditions x present conditions
.Thfitelrms “disposition,” and “predisposition,” apply to any behavioral
traxf._ Disposition,” is defined as the amountof a trait that would be
exhibited in behavior throughout a whole range of conditions ranging from
the_least favorable to the most favorable for calling out the behavior
exh‘1biting the trait. The same graph that was used before can be used
again, except that it would be helpful to think of some dispositional trait
other than a skill, such as aggressiveness. Again ignoring the dashed curves
:he_tsolfld curves may be read as increases or decreases in the dispositionaf
driz?fer(;nfizgig‘:iz lljr;?:lduai or as comparisons of the amount of the trait in
“l?redisposition " is then defined as the dispositions that would char-
acterize an organism throughout a whole range of conditions varying from
thellfeast favorable to the most favorable for the development of the dis-
Qosmon. Here again we must make use of hoth the curves drawn in solid
lines and the curves drawn in dashed lines. Since the dispositional curves
for B le above the dispositionai curves for A, B has more of the
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predisposition than A. But this by itsell implies nothing about the amount
of the disposition each has or the degree that each will exercise the dis-
position. The determinate of the determinable, disposition, will depend
upon past conditions as well as predisposition, and the determinate of the
determinable, degree of exercise of the disposition, will depend upon pre-
sent conditions as well as dispositions.

This is dark language, but means no more than the following:

Behavior = disposition x present conditions

Disposition = predisposition x past conditions

Behavior = predisposition x past conditions x present conditions

I will now maintain that dispositional statements have a use in con-
nection with the ascription of causes. But before making my more specific
claims, let it first be admitted that dispositional statements are not always
used to answer questions in regard to causes. To say by way of a com-
pliment that Harry is a good algebra stndent is merely to assert the law
that whenever he is tested on algebra he does well. Some philosophers,
including Ryle, will not admit even this much, but since the statement is a
subjunctive conditional, I am inclined to call it a law-statement. There
seems to be no good reason why the term “law™ should always be with-
held when speaking of specific objects.

My more specific claims are that there is a loose definition of cause
according to which dispositional statements in certain contexts function as
staternents of causes, but that when a stricter definition is given to that
term, it is seen that dispositional statements are radically incomplete
causal explanations. It is claimed that these definitions are used both in
science and in common life, but it is not claimed that my loose definition
is the only loose definition of cause that there is, or that my strict defini-
tion is the only strict definition that there is, or that it is the strictest
definition. 1 make only those minimal claims that are necessary to make
my points. This is not intended to be an adequate account of concepts of
causality. For instance, I have not found it relevant to my purposes to
mention sufficient conditions, and although I might seem to be referring
to necessary conditions, the actual use of that term would be misleading.

1t is not at all uncommon in ordinary language for there to exist a loose
and a strict meaning of a term which are linked in a certain fashion. The
loose sense furnishes the criterion that is usually employed in picking out
things to which the property can be ascribed, but ascription of the prop-
erty is withdrawn if it is shown that the conditions of the stricter criterion
have not been complied with. My contention is that my loose and strict
meanings of “cause” are related in somewhat this way, though here aware-
ness of the strict sense is more apt to force a rewording of the causal
statemnent than an abandonment of what it claims.
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My loose definition of cause is as follows, A causes B =df. A and B are
facts and. B wouldn’t have been a fact without A. (It is und.erstood that
the descriptions of A and B are logically independent.} My strict definition
of cause is as follows. A causes B = df. A and B are contemporaneous
events (or processes, in case processes cannot be assumed under events)
.:a‘nd B wouldn’t have happened without A. Examples of the use of

cause,” in the loose sense are the following: “His being too fat was the
cause of his heart attack,” *He developed lung-cancer because he was a
cigaretle-smoker,” ““Arsenic was the cause of his death,” and “The beaut
operato‘r down at Tillie’s was the cause of Peter’s dix,rorce from Maryz
A_pprommations to the strict sense are: “The circulation of arsenic throu -h
his bloodstream was the cause of his death,” “The flirtations of the beau%
operator made Peter’s heart beat faster,” and *“The absorption of nicotini
by the cells of his body was the cause of a rapid proliferation of cells.”

At tl?e very minimum, nothing can be the cause of anything ;)r the
ef.'fect.e_lther, unless it is a fact. So it is certainly a mistake to ’refer to
dlspos1't1ons as causes if dispositions are not facts. Ryle is impressed b
tl’.le objection that dispositions are not facts, though he goes on to defeng
his talk about dispositions by saying that there are other jobs for language
10 pt?rform than the reporting of facts. What a curious defence of his u§e
o_f dlsPositional words! If Harry is redheaded and a good student, is not
h]S'bEII]g a good student as much of a fact as his being a reclhead‘; Itisa
tru‘lsm, Ryle says, that potentialities are nothing actual.? But fz;r from
being a truism, the statement is false in all except Aristotelian la;lguage It
mal:;es perfectly good sense to say informatively that she failed in slr;ow
b}lsmess because she had no actual talent, though she thought she
did. And the acorn really (actually) does possess the potentiality to be-
cc?me an oak tree, unfess something has happened to destroy its potenti-
ality. If ability to ascribe a characteristic to an individual be taken as a
test of facticity, then surely at least some dispositions would qualify. It is
alr-nost as easy to tell whether a person is a cigarette smoker (thm.lgh it
might take a little longer) as it is to find out whether he is a redhead

That dispositions are datable should count in favor of their st:2tus as
facts. He didn’t know algebra until he took the algebra course, but now he
does. He wasn’t nervous until he went to the war, but no’w he is. He
couldn’t swim until he went into the navy, but now he can Disposit'ions
can be as long or as short in duration as we want to suppose .them tobe. 1
ur_lderstnad that there are certain magnets whose magnetic POWETS chan- €
wilth lightning speed as the current is turned on or off. These chan esg
disposition have most of the earmarks of events. =

I .want- s.hort]y to give some examples of statements which seem to refer
to dispositions as causes, but it should first be observed that to question
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that dispositions can be effects is to run directly counter lo whal s
strongly suggested by language. The magnetism of the maguet is
function of electricity being run through its coils. The old soldier’s
chronic nervousness was caused by his war experiences. Pedagogs like to
believe that at least some of the knowledge that their students possess is
due to their pedagogy. The list could go on. Now what would be most
surprising is that dispositions could count as effects but not as causes.

There are some statements which seem to refer to dispositions as causes
but which are radically misleading as only 4 little reflection will
show. “He developed lung cancer because he is a cigareite smoker,” “He
has well-developed biceps because he is a weight lifter,” and “He has
callouses on his hands because he is a ditchdigger.” In these cases and in
many others it is the exercise of the disposition that is spoken of as the
cause. Thus, it is not his disposition to smoke cigarettes that is the cause
of his lung cancer but the fact that he has smoked a lot of cigarettes.

Here are some statements which can (in certain contexts) function as
causal statements, though the dispositions referred to are causes only in
the loose sense. “He won the match because he has great athletic ability,”
“Because of her talent, she played her part better than any of the other
thespians,” “He took offense at my harmless remark only because he is a
paranoid,” “He failed his reading test because he has dyslexia,” and “The
beauty operator wasn’t really flirting with Peter—Mary is just jeal-
ous.” The following will be singled out for special mention: “That model
airplane did not fly when it was thrown into the air because it is not
capable of flying.”

IT the statements in the preceding paragraph are to be taken as causal
staternents, then the dispositional clauses in them must be given a different
interpretation than the (appatently) dispositional clauses of the statements
that were mentioned earlier. In the earlicr examples, the interpretation of
the “dispositional’” clauses was that the clauses were really referring to the
exercise of dispositions rather than the dispositions themselves, but that
explanation won't do here. For though it makes perfectly good sense to
say that he developed lung cancer because he smoked too many cigarettes,
it makes no sense to say that the cause of his winning the match was the
exercise of his ability or that the cause of his taking objection to my
harmless remark was the display of his paranoia. This is so because “ex-
ercising the player’s ability,” is just another way of describing what

“winning the match,” describes, and “being 2 display of the paranoid’s
paranoia,” is just another way of describing what “‘objecting to my harm-
less remark,” describes. And yet all of these statements (with the possible
exception of the one about the model airplane) have, by way of pointing
to- peculiarities of individuals without which the actions would not have

occurred, something of the air of causal explanations.
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Consider some situations that might give causal force to statements
similar to the ones above. Jack has just heard Sally play Chopin. Im-
pressed by the performance, Jack says, “She must have been practicing a
lot.” ““Oh, no,” I reply, “She’s only been taking piano for three months.”
“Then she must have had a marvelous teacher.” “It’s not that either,” |
say, “She has great natural ability.” Mary flares up at Bill that she is tired
of the beauty operator flirting with him. *“Has she been?” T ask Bill a little
later, “No,” Bill explains, “Mary is just a jealous woman.” Knowing that
Jimmy has been going to school for years and that he seems bright, Jack
asks me why he failed the simple reading test. “He has dyslexia,” is my
reply. Hearing the paranoid’s bitter rejoinder to my harmless remark, but
not knowing he is a paranoid, Frank asks if the man has some special
reason for not liking me. “No,” I reply, “He’s a paranoid.”

Some of the situations in which we are inclined to mention or not to
mention dispositions or predispositions as causes can be explained in a
general way by reference to the graph or equations that were given
earlier. If a person does not do very much of something that we would
expect a normal human being to do, though we know that conditions are
right for him doing it and that past conditions have been right for the
development of disposition, then we say that his predisposition, or native
propensity, for this behavior is low. If a person does more of something
than we would expect a normal human being to do but we know that
conditions are not right for his doing it and that past conditions have not
been right for him to develop the disposition, then a strong predisposition
is urged as the cause of him doing more of this than expected. If present
conditions are such that we would expect a normal human being to mani-
fest a considerable amount of a certain type of behavior but some person
manifests very little of this behavior, we would often say that he has a low
disposition to do that.

In all cases, a person’s dispositions and predispositions will play a role
in what he does, but these roles are not always explicitly mentioned. Here
are some situations in which external, or environmental, conditions will be
mentioned rather than dispositions or predispositions. If a person shows a
considerable disposition to behave in a certain way even though we have
reason to believe that he has a low predisposition to behave this way, we
say that conditions must have been right in the past for the development
of the high disposition that he shows. If a person shows a slight dis-
position to behave in a certain way but we have reason to believe that he
has a high predisposition to behave in this way, we point to past con-
ditions as being wrong for the development of the disposition. If a person
at some time manifests a considerable amount of a certain trait but we
know that he has a weak disposition to do this, we say that conditions are

optimum, or nearly optimum, for the manifestation of the trait. If a
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person manifests only 2 slight amount of a certain trait but we know that
he has a strong disposition to do this, we say that conditions are not
for the manifestation of the trait.
adv;i?g;eorz;n who refers to a disposition or a precFisposi.tion as t};e ;ausz
of anything whatsoever will experience an .uneasmes-s if psressen1 or N
further explanation, because he realizes that in the strict sense only ct;;)m
temporaneous events Of processes can be causes. .If we say of a pers!(?l :
he rememibers his mother, we would in the ordinary casle be .spea ing o
one of his dispositions, but if we speak of his rememb.enflg his mother az
the cause of the tears flowing down his cheeks, _1t is some me:l}l:
happening and not this disposition that we are referring Fo. Fort;illgoveer
example, 2 mere disposition 0 talk (which has be?en cited as ‘ t.ry
essence of thinking) can neither succeed in formulat}ng or c_ommun%ca 1r11g
ideas. What is needed in addition to the exterr.la_l stimulus is wh.a‘t is Qn y
indirectly referred to by mention of the diSpOSI‘tIOH or predlspom-tlonl, Le.,
some nondispositional factor which combines with the external stimulus in
i e observed effect. .
med;:u::g;hof the model airplane may be mentioned to bring.home tth
last point. Remember what the statemer}t se;id: “The model airplane (ciile 1
not fly because it was not capable of flying. 'Now suppose th-at_ a rtnot ;
airplane, even if in perfect working order, witl n(?t fly unle_ss .H iss arlei
in a certain way—for instance, it must be thrown into ﬂ.ie air in a c?rtallln
way. The airplane may not fly because it is not t‘]’Lll’OWI’l into the. all:,lnt; i
right way (external stimulus) or because it is not capable of ﬂymg -t at
is, its wires and pulleys do not connect its parts toge‘fht‘er in tiie ngbl;
way. And to say that the airplane does not ﬂy because 11.13 1?01 capta e_
of flying” is simply to say that there is somethglg \.wong with 1t.s con;o rug
tion, though it is not to say what is wrong with its f:onst.n-lctmn. 1m -
thing like this is true of any dispositional or predispositional explana-
tion. Some of them may be more specific, though they are never as
specific as we would want them to be.

NOTES
i i i by “disposition,” is obtained from a
1My impression of what Gilbert Ryle means ; : . ‘
general reading of Ch. v of The Concept of Mind (London: Hutchinson and Co.),

1960.
IRyle,p. 119.
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