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A dispositional property is a property that is understood in terms of the way it manifests itself 
under certain conditions. So a disposition of an object is closely related to two other properties 
that the object may have: a manifestation condition, and a test condition.  
 
The simple pattern of an analysis in terms of counterfactuals would be this: Where D is the 
dispositional predicate (e.g. flexible), M the manifest predicate (e.g. flexes) and T the test 
predicate (e.g. is subjected to suitable pressure), then the Dx if and only if (Tx £→ Mx). (An 
object is flexible if and only if it would flex if subjected to suitable pressure.) 
 
It was later argued, in a classic paper by C. B. Martin, that this simple analysis of dispositions in 
terms of counterfactuals will not work, and this led to an extensive literature about what came to 
be called finkish dispositions. Martin’s example was what he called an “electro-fink”: this is a 
device that detects when a live wire is about to be touched by a conductor, and under that 
condition instantly causes the wire to become dead. The property of being live is a dispositional 
property of the wire, where the test condition is ‘being touched by a conductor’ and the 
manifestation condition is a current flowing from the wire to the conductor. The live wire 
remains live when connected to the electro-fink, but it no longer has the counterfactual property, 
“being such that a current would flow from the wire to the conductor, if touched by the 
conductor.  
 
Recall Goodman’s remark: “I suspect that the problem of dispositions is really simpler than the 
problem of counterfactuals.”   
 

Now ‘flexes’ and ‘fails to flex’ are mutually exclusive, and together they exhaust the 
realm of things that are under suitable pressure; but neither applies to anything 
outside that realm. Thus from the fact that ‘flexes’ does not apply to a thing, we 
cannot in general infer that ‘fails to flex’ does apply. Within the realm of things 
under suitable pressure, however, the two predicates not only effect a dichotomy but 
coincide exactly with ‘flexible’ and ‘inflexible’. What the dispositional predicates do 
is, so to speak, to project this dichotomy to a wider . . . class of things, and a 
predicate like ‘flexible’ may thus be regarded as an expansion or projection of a 
predicate like ‘flexes’. “ (Goodman, Fact, Fiction and Forecast, p. 44). 

 
The general pattern of a finkish disposition is something like this: Property D1 is the property of 
being disposed to manifest M in condition T, and D2 is the property of being disposed to lose D1 
in condition T. D1 is a finkish disposition of an object that also has dispositional property D2. 
 
A second pattern of interaction of dispositions, related to finkishness: consider a system with a 
fuse and a backup fuse. The first fuse is disposed to break the circuit when the circuit is 
overloaded, while the second is disposed to break the circuit if it is overloaded, but the first fuse 
fails. Or consider the slow-acting vaccine that is disposed to protect the patient against the fast-
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acting killer virus, which is disposed to kill the patient before the vaccine takes effect. In both 
cases, the system as a whole has two dispositional properties with the same test condition (the 
overload, or the invasion of the virus), but the second of the dispositions would be manifested 
only if the system did not have the first. As in the case of finkish dispositions, this pattern makes 
sense only if the properties are separable in that it makes sense to suppose that the system have 
the one without the other. 
 
Strategies in games as dispositional properties: 
 
The extensive form representation of a game is an explicitly dynamic structure that represents the 
causal interaction between the players as the game proceeds.  The more abstract strategic form of 
the game represents the initial state of the situation, and makes the idealized assumption that the 
way the game develops as it is played will be determined by the cognitive and motivational 
dispositions of the players at the start of the game. The credences will change as the game 
proceeds, but they will change by conditionalizing on a prior credence function. Decisions will 
be made in real time at the choice points determined by the game, if and when the points are 
reached, but (it is assumed)  the choices will be determined by a strategy or plan, chosen (at least 
implicitly) at the start of the game. While players can influence the beliefs and choices of other 
players, they cannot influence the prior credences, or the strategies, of other players. So those 
dispositional properties of the different players (their types in the technical jargon) are 
counterfactually independent of each other.  
 
Beliefs and desires (or more generally, judgments of value) are dispositional properties of a 
rational agent. The probabilities and utilities that are used to model a decision problem are 
quantitative versions of these kinds of disposition. Intentions are also dispositional properties of 
an agent, and they may be causally determined by the agent’s beliefs and values, but they are 
distinct in that it makes sense to consider, at least counterfactually, them coming apart. An agent 
has the capacity to act irrationally, and to intend to so act. One has the capacity to decide to do 
something that does not maximize one’s expected utility, and to make such a decision is to form 
the intention to do it. 
 
Intentions and decisions have a special epistemic status. One can know that one is going to do 
something, not by discovering evidence that one is going to do it, but by deciding to do it. 
 
A strategy is a complex conditional intention – a plan about what to do in any of the situations 
that might arise, according to the definition of the game.  
 
An individual action is rational (according to game and decision theories) if and only if it 
maximizes expected utility, but the rationality of an agent may be defined in a weaker or a 
stronger way: An agent in a game is materially rational if every action actually taken in the 
course of playing the game maximizes expected utility.  The agent is substantively rational only 
if every action she would choose, were the opportunity to arise, would maximize expected utility. 
 
 
  



 3 

We can distinguish a strategy from a slightly weaker notion of a plan.  A plan is a partial strategy 
that is defined only for points that could be reached by one following that strategy. So a plan is 
not defined for choice points that would not be reached, whatever the other players did, because 
of the player’s own prior choices. The following simple one-player game illustrates the 
distinction between full strategies and plans: 
 
   x 
 
          L1          R1 
 
 
          (1) 
           L2  R2 
 
           (0)  (2)  
 
There are four strategies: L1L1, L1R2, R1L2, R1,R2, but only three plans: L1, R1L2, R1R2. The 
two strategies that being with L1 each define a counterfactual choice that could be made only if a 
different choice had been made at the first point. 
 
If a strategy represents a disposition (a complex conditional intention) then strategies (but not 
plans) are dispositions that have the structural feature of the fuse with a backup fuse, or the slow-
acting vaccine. Some parts of the strategy would be displayed only if other parts of the strategy 
failed. 
 
 


