
 

  
 PhilonoUS 

Issue 1, Vol 2 | Autumn 2016 | Undergraduate Journal of Philosophy 

Indicative Conditionals: Truth Functional or 
Non-Truth Functional? An Analysis of the Or-
If Inference 
Jack Waites 
The University of Sheffield 
pp. 15-26 

Visit our website at: 
www.uosphilosophyjournal.wordpress.com 

  

© 2016 The University of Sheffield 
All works contained within are the property of their respective owners. 



 
 

 
15 

Indicative Conditionals: Truth Functional or Non-

Truth Functional? An Analysis of the Or-If 

Inference 
Jack Waites  

The University of Sheffield 

Introduction 

In this paper, I will argue that Stalnaker’s non-truth-functional account of indicative 
conditionals is preferable to Grice and Jackson’s truth-functional account. For the most part, 
this paper will be concerned with providing an exposition of the truth-functional account of 
indicative conditionals and demonstrating that the or-if inference can be accounted for without 
the need to subscribe to the truth-functional equivalence thesis.   

I will then argue that since the equivalence thesis is not required in accounting for the or-
if inference being a good inference to make, we should prefer Stalnaker’s non-truth-functional 
account for two reasons. Firstly, Stalnaker’s account is preferable on the grounds of semantic 
Occamism, as it can account for the or-if inference without footing the semantic cost of the 
truth-functional equivalence thesis. Secondly, it offers us the attractive prospect of a unified 
account of both indicative and subjunctive conditionals due to its utilisation of possible worlds. 

1.0: Indicative Conditionals and the Truth-functional Account 

Consider the following two statements; “If Edmund is in Manchester, then he is happy” and 
“if Oswald hadn’t killed Kennedy, someone else would have”. Although these two statements 
are both conditionals there is an important distinction to be made between them. Indicative 
conditionals follow the general schema of “if A, then B” such as the first statement. They are 
distinct from subjunctive or counterfactual conditionals such as the second statement which 
deals with what would happen or with non-actualised possibilities. Although our focus will be 
on indicative conditionals, it is important that the distinction between indicatives and 
subjunctives is established.1  

The truth-functional account holds that indicative conditionals of the form “if A, then B” are 
equivalent to material conditionals – call this the equivalence thesis. Material conditionals are 
logical connectives that are utilised in formal languages and are typically denoted by “→”. Truth 
functionalists maintain that any “if A, then B” statement is true if and only if A → B is true.  Call 
this the equivalence thesis.2 This is the claim that indicative conditionals are equivalent to 
material conditionals and is the defining feature of truth-functionalism. The truth of indicative 
conditionals such as “if Edmund is in Manchester, then he is happy” is determined by the truth 
of the given proposition’s logical constituents A and B; or “Edmund is in Manchester” and “he 
is happy” respectively. For referential purposes, it will be useful for us to note the truth-table 
for material conditionals:  

 

                                                        
1 Note by “conditionals” I should be taken to mean indicatives. 
2 Edgington, D. (2001). [Online] Plato.stanford.edu. Available at: 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/conditionals/. 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/conditionals
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  A B A → B 

1. T T T 

2. T F F 

3. F T T 

4. F F T 

 

Prima facie truth-functionalism would seem to provide a straightforward account of 
understanding the truth of indicatives such as “If Edmund is in Manchester, then he is happy”. 
From the above truth-table it would follow that this conditional is true relative to every given 
truth-valuation of A and B respectively, apart from in cases where A is true but B is false i.e. in 
the second row of our table; e.g. that Edmund is in Manchester but he is unhappy. Therefore, 
any account of indicatives that denies this thesis is non-truth-functional. 

 A → B also happens to be equivalent to a disjunction (an “or” statement) as it is true 
whenever either A is false or B is true. Although this is not a defining feature of the truth-
functional account it is nonetheless an interesting feature of conditionals and one that we will 
look at in more detail later. In more formal terms “A → B = ~A ∨ B”; call this the or-if inference.3 
Considering our example: “If Edmund is in Manchester, then he is happy” is therefore true given 
that Edmund is either not in Manchester, or he is happy, i.e. that the antecedent is either false 
or the consequent true. 

This provides a straightforward way of assessing indicative conditionals as we then treat 
indicatives that we use in everyday discourse as being true or false relative to the rules we use 
when assessing material conditionals. There is then a unity between how we treat indicatives 
in discussion and how we treat material conditionals in propositional calculus. However, is this 
actually the case? When I assert in conversation that “if A then B” am I really asserting nothing 
more than A → B (which is to say that ~A ∨ B)? 

1.1: Grice and Conversational Implicature 

The answer to this question appears to be rather obvious: surely there is more to the 
picture than this. When I assert “if A, then B” I seem to be asserting more than just a mere 
disjunction or logical device. Supposing that the truth-functional account is indeed correct 
then this would entail that the following conditional is true: 

“If Sheffield is in Hertfordshire, then 2+2=5” 

This seems absurd. Nonetheless, according to the truth-functional account this conditional 
is true. It is true as the antecedent and consequent are both false. It then follows that the 

                                                        
3 Edgington, D. (2001). [Online] Plato.stanford.edu. Available at: 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/conditionals/. 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/conditionals
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conditional is true as it is equivalent to a material conditional qua the equivalence thesis, as 
seen in the fourth row of our truth-table. All it then takes for a conditional to be true is that its 
antecedent is either false or its consequent is true. Therefore “if I am dead, then I am writing 
a new paper”, “if Luke is a sith lord, then Gödel is alive” and “if Plato was Serbian, then Aristotle 
was a taxidermist” are all true according to the truth-functional account. This problem is often 
referred to as the Paradox of Material Implication.4 If we are to take indicatives to be 
equivalent to material conditionals then we end up with conditionals that are intuitively absurd, 
yet true. This conditional would then be true, yet appear inappropriate to assert. 

Recall the previous question - when I assert in conversation that “if A then B” am I really 
asserting nothing more than A → B (which is to say that ~A ∨ B)? The truth-functional account 
as it stands tells us nothing about assertibility and instead only tells us that the truth-conditions 
of indicatives are those of material conditionals. There is a disanalogy between the truth-
conditions and assertibility-conditions of indicatives, as evident by the paradoxes of the 
material conditional. The account is therefore tasked with providing an explanation of this 
truth-assertibility disanalogy. It is such a task that Grice’s theory of conversational implicature 
is concerned with.5 

Grice, as a truth-functionalist, agrees with the aforementioned equivalence thesis.6 His 
account of conversational implicature aims to provide a way in which paradoxes of the material 
implication can be explained away. Grice provides an account that makes a distinction between 
the notions of truth and assertibility. This means that although intuitively absurd conditionals 
such as the previous are true they are nonetheless inappropriate to assert. The central idea 
here is that ‘in some cases the conventional meaning of the words used will determine what is 
implicated’.7 In other words Grice holds that we can implicate things without literally asserting 
them. This appears to be an obvious fact of discourse. For instance, suppose that you ask me 
“is Justin a good cook?” and that I respond with “well, he’s good at cleaning”. I have literally 
asserted that he is good at cleaning and nothing regarding his cooking ability, yet I nonetheless 
implicate that he is not a good cook. Grice’s point is that the inappropriateness of certain 
statements makes it obvious that I am trying to implicate something further to you than what I 
literally assert.8 Meaning is not isolated to what is literally said or asserted but also comes from 
what is not said or implicated. 

Grice goes on to develop four general maxims that he claims govern our discourse and 
therefore govern what is appropriate to assert.9 If we recall the idea of assertibility-conditions 
these general maxims serve as general conditions for determining what is appropriate to 
assert in conversation. The maxims are as follows: i) Quantity – “make your contribution as 
informative as is required”, only give the correct amount of information ii) Quality – “try to 
make your contribution one that is true”, do not say what you believe to be false iii) Relation – 
“be relevant”, keep your discourse on topic and iv) Manner – “be perspicuous” meaning that 
you should be straightforward and apparent.10 Grice holds that in conversation these maxims 
are effectively presupposed. By using these maxims Grice can now start to account for the 
truth-assertibility disanalogy. So in regards to the previous example, my response of Justin 

                                                        
4 Edgington, D. (2001). [Online] Plato.stanford.edu. Available at:           

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/conditionals/.  
5 Grice, H. (1975), p. 43. 
6 Bennett, J. (2003), p. 22. 
7 Grice, H. (1989), p. 25. 
8 Grice, H. (1975), p. 45. 
9 Grice, H. (1975), p. 45. 
10 Grice, H. (1975), pp. 45-47. 
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being good at cleaning implicates that he is not a good cook as I violate the third maxim of 
relation, my reply of him being good at cleaning is not relevant to the question at hand. As a 
result of my reply being off-topic I assert that Justin is good at other things such as cleaning 
and therefore implicate that he is not a good cook. The paradoxes of material implication can 
then be viewed as arguments that have inappropriate conclusions even though their premises 
are true.  

To demonstrate how the Gricean account works let us consider an example and show why 
according to Grice in certain cases it is inappropriate for us to conclude “if A, then B” from ~A 
even though it is true qua the equivalence thesis and the or-if inference. Suppose that I tell you 
that “if Sheffield is in the South, then Australia is in the Commonwealth”. Now suppose that I 
tell you that Sheffield is not in the South and you then conclude that Australia is in the 
Commonwealth. Recall the or-if inference, that “if A, then B” is equivalent to ~A ∨ B. Now 
suppose that “Sheffield is in the South” is false and you therefore conclude that “Australia is in 
the Commonwealth”. Irrespective of the truth of the logical constituents this would be 
inappropriate to assert given Grice’s third maxim of relation as these two constituents are 
irrelevant to each other. Grice provides us with an explanation as to why there is a truth-
assertibility disanalogy with indicatives as by appealing to conversational maxims we can see 
that the assertibility-conditions of indicatives differ from their truth-conditions.11 Such 
paradoxes of material implication can then be explained away as inappropriate to assert even 
though they are true strictly speaking. 

However, Grice failed to address a significant issue with his account. Although his maxims 
can explain away conditionals such as the previous as inappropriate and wrong to assert; he 
has no way of explaining why we intuitively hold there to be such a significant disanalogy 
between conditionals that are true but inappropriate and other true but inappropriate 
statements such as disjunctions, which conditionals are said to be equivalent to. Recall the or-
if inference, it follows that “if the Earth is round, then I am hungry” is truth-functionally 
equivalent to “either the Earth is not round, or I am hungry” and vice versa. On face-value the 
first statement appears untrue and inappropriate, whereas the latter statement seems 
inappropriate but easier to accept as true. There is something about the truth of disjunctions 
that is simply easier to accept than the truth of conditionals in these cases. Yet we would 
expect this acceptability of truth to carry over if they are truth-functionally equivalent. Why are 
we so inclined to confuse truth and assertibility with conditionals but not with their truth-
functionally equivalent disjunctions? The least we should expect from a truth-functional 
account that holds the or-if inference on top of the equivalence thesis is an explanation for this 
disanalogy. If indicative conditionals are equivalent to material conditionals, then we should 
expect them to behave equivalently, conversational implicature alone cannot address this 
issue.  

1.2: Jackson and Conventional Implicature 

Jackson readily identified this issue with Grice’s account and from this developed his own 
theory of conventional implicature that seeks to account for this disanalogy.12 According to 
Jackson the source of implicature is not conversational or sourced exclusively from maxims of 
discourse, instead it has its source in the conventional meaning of individual words. To 
illustrate, let us consider Jackson’s treatment of “but”. Consider the two following statements: 

                                                        
11 Bennett, J. (2003), pp. 24-25. 
12 Jackson, F. (1991), pp. 113-115. 
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1) He is a Londoner and he is friendly 

2) He is a Londoner but he is friendly 

Jackson holds that both of these statements have the same truth-conditions. “But” is 
equivalent to “and” as it shares the truth-values of a conjunction – i.e. in order for both of these 
statements to be true it must be the case that he is both a Londoner and that he is friendly.13 
Although they may be identical in truth, Jackson (like most of us) takes the second statement 
to implicate a sense of unusualness in that both conjuncts are together true. It invokes a 
contrast between being a Londoner and being friendly and implicates that this combination of 
true conjuncts is somewhat unusual. Jackson’s idea is that the conventional meaning of words 
such as “but” is the source of implicature. Moreover, Jackson states ‘that the indicative 
conditional construction is such a device’.14 Jackson’s fundamental claim is that an assertion of 
“if A then B” signals the robustness of the material conditional A → B with respect to the 
antecedent A. Note that Jackson holds we do not literally assert this robustness. Instead we 
assert the literal content of the indicative conditional - which amounts to the material 
conditional – hence the equivalence thesis of the truth-functional account. We assert that the 
consequent ‘signals robustness with respect to its antecedent’ .15 To elaborate, the 
conventional meaning of “if, then” carries with it the implicature that the speaker believes the 
consequent to be robust with respect to the antecedent, and it is this robustness that 
determines the assertibility of a conditional.16 Grice may have provided an account that can 
explain why there is a disanalogy between the assertibility and truth conditions of indicatives; 
however he nonetheless failed to account for the disanalogy between conditionals and their 
equivalent disjunctions. By appealing to conventional implicature and robustness Jackson 
accounts for this disanalogy. 

The notion of robustness is central to Jackson’s truth-functional account. Stating that the 
consequent B is robust with respect to the antecedent A is to say that B has a sufficiently high 
probability of being true on the supposition that A is true.17 Jackson holds that conditionals are 
assertible on the grounds that B is robust in respect to A given its supposed truth. In more 
formal terms “if A, then B” is assertible iff the probability of (~A ∨ B/A) is sufficiently high. 
However, the probability of (~A ∨ B/A) is equal to the probability of (B/A) respectively. So, “if A, 
then B” is assertible iff the probability of (B/A) is sufficiently high.18 

To demonstrate how Jackson deals with assertibility consider the indicative “if you roll an 
even number, then you’ll get a four”. This is assertible iff the probability of “either you do not 
roll an even number, or you get a four/you roll an even number” is sufficiently high. The 
probability of “either you do not roll an even number, or you get a four/you roll an even number” 
is however equivalent to the probability of “you rolling an even number/you getting a four” 
respectively. This displays robustness rather eloquently, as naturally “if you roll an even 
number, then you’ll get a four” would appear inappropriate to assert if the probability of you 
rolling a four was not sufficiently high in the first place. It would still be appropriate to assert 
“if you roll an even number, then you’ll get a four” even if the probability of you getting a four is 
very low, simply because the probability of you getting a four given that you roll an even number 

                                                        
13 Bennett, J. (2003), p. 36. 
14 Jackson, F. (2002), p. 12. 
15 Jackson, F. (1991), p. 122. 
16 Bennett, J. (2003), p. 32. 
17 Jackson, F. (1991), pp. 119-121. 
18 Jackson, F. (1991), p. 124. 
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in the first place happens to be high. Jackson can then account for the disanalogy of truth and 
assertibility between conditionals and disjunctions where Grice cannot; as Jackson shows that 
the assertibility of a conditional depends on the sufficiently high probability of the disjunction 
(~A ∨ B/A) and (B/A) respectively.  

Furthermore, this provides Jackson with a way of explaining away paradoxes of the material 
conditional such as “if the Earth is round, then I am hungry”. Given the conventional meaning 
of “if, then” the consequent “I am hungry” is not robust in respect to the antecedent “the Earth 
is round”. The consequent does not have a sufficiently high probability of being true on the 
supposition that the antecedent is true. This is an intuitive result as the roundness of the Earth 
has no sufficient bearing on the probability of me being hungry (at least to my knowledge). 

However, Jackson’s account in its current form cannot do all of the work in explaining away 
paradoxes of material implication. To highlight this, consider the following example. Suppose 
that Hilary and Bernie are the only serious contenders to win leadership. I then read from a 
reliable source that Hilary won and when you ask me who won I tell you that “either Hilary or 
Bernie won”. The issue here is that this disjunction is robust with respect to the negation of its 
antecedent, as if I came to believe that Hilary did not win then I would believe that Bernie won 
given the nature of disjunctions. If Hilary did not win then the probability of Bernie winning 
would be sufficiently high, in fact it would be one hundred percent! Hence, according to 
Jackson, I would still accept the disjunction as appropriately assertible given its robustness. 
This doesn’t seem right. Surely it would be inappropriate to assert this disjunction even if it is 
robust with respect to the negation of its antecedent. After all it was Hilary who won! Jackson 
did however anticipate this issue. He therefore included Grice’s maxims of conversational 
implicature within his account in order to explain away paradoxes that conventional 
implicature alone cannot.19 By utilising Grice’s maxims this example can simply be explained 
away as being inappropriate to assert, as by asserting the full disjunction when you know that 
the antecedent is true is an act of saying too much, which goes against the maxim of quantity.  

In many ways Jackson’s account scores on both the specific and general front. It can 
account for conditionals that would be wrong to assert via the specific conventional meaning 
of words, and via a more general Gricean account of conversational standards. The truth-
functional account therefore appears to have a large scope of explanatory power when it 
comes to dealing with indicatives, as it can provide us with both truth and assertibility 
conditions. 

2.0: The Or-if Inference and “Semantic Occamism” 

In this section I will elaborate on the or-if inference, demonstrate why according to truth-
functionalism it is a good inference to make and explain how it relates to the equivalence thesis. 
Using an example provided by Bennett I will then propose that we can explain why the or-if 
inference is a good inference to make without the need to subscribe to the equivalence thesis. 
I will then briefly introduce the notion of semantic Occamism and propose that we should 
follow this notion in trying to provide an account of indicatives that does not subscribe to the 
equivalence thesis, and that such an account is the Stalnakean non-truth-functional account. 

One attractive feature of truth-functionalism is that when it comes to establishing truth-
conditions for indicatives all of the work has already been done. This is because the truth-
functional account takes indicatives to be equivalent to material conditionals. It therefore 
follows that indicatives are equivalent to disjunctions in their truth conditions like material 

                                                        
19 Bennett, J. (2003), p. 33. 
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conditionals are. If this is correct then we would have good reason to prefer a truth-functional 
account on the grounds that since we find disjunctions to be uncontroversial, we should 
therefore find their equivalent conditionals to be uncontroversial. To elaborate, a disjunction 
is true simply if either one, or both, of its disjuncts is/are true. For instance, “either the butler 
did it, or the gardener did” is readily acceptable in its truth. Although at times we encounter 
unusual cases such as those discussed in §1.1 these can simply be explained away via Grice’s 
maxims or Jackson’s robustness respectively.  

Before we consider Bennett’s example let us first look at the or-if inference in more detail.  
According to the truth-functional account the or-if inference is the idea that since indicatives 
are equivalent to material conditionals they are therefore equivalent to disjunctions. We can 
therefore infer the truth of an “or” from an “if”. The truth-functional accounts reasoning for 
holding this inference can be demonstrated as follows:20 

First, disjunctions are equivalent to conditionals as: ((A ∨ B) ⊨ (if ~A, then B)) 

A proof for this being: 

1) Sp (A ∨ B) 

2) Sp ~A 

3) So, B 

Second, conditionals are equivalent to disjunctions as: ((if ~A, then B) ⊨ (A ∨ B)) 

The proof for this being: 

1) Sp if ~A, then B 

2) Sp ~A 

3) Then B 

4) Therefore, (A ∨ B) 

So, disjunctions are equivalent to conditionals, and conditionals are equivalent to 
disjunctions 

To tie this together, the conjunction of these two results together tells us that indicatives 
have the same truth conditions as disjunctions. Material conditionals also have the same truth 
conditions as disjunctions. Recall that according to the truth-functional account this is not a 
mere coincidence. The reason indicatives share the same truth-conditions as material 
conditionals is because indicatives are material conditionals, hence the equivalence thesis. The 
or-if inference is then the idea that we can infer the truth of a disjunction, an “or”, from the 
truth of a conditional, an “if then” and vice versa qua their truth-functional equivalence. 

Let us break this down. Consider that ((A ∨ B) ⊨ (if ~A, then B)) as previously demonstrated. 
Now consider Bennett’s example.21 You believe Vlad when he told you that “either they drew, 
or it was a win for white”. This would then seemingly make it right for me to tell Nat that “if 

                                                        
20 Jackson, F. (1991), p. 115. 
21  Bennett, J. (2003), pp. 43-44. 
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they didn’t draw, then it was a win for white”. Why was it right for me to tell Nat this? Well, the 
truth of what Vlad tells you entails the truth of what you tell Nat as ((A ∨ B) ⊨ (if ~A, then B)). 
According to the truth-functional account, this is why the inference is a good inference to 
make. That withstanding I propose that the task of accounting for the or-if inference can be 
completed without the equivalence thesis or truth-functionalism. 

Why according to the truth-functional account is this a good, assertible inference to make? 
Well Vlad would be misbehaving relative to Grice’s maxims unless he was more confident of 
the disjunction than of either disjunct. That is to say, if he was more confident that they drew 
then he should assert this rather than the entire disjunction under the Gricean maxim of 
quality, as he should assert the stronger instead of the weaker. Suppose that Vlad was 
misbehaving and that he asserts the disjunction independently of whether one particular 
disjunct turned out to be false – so for him B is robust with respect to ~A, or “it was a win for 
white” is robust in respect to “they didn’t draw”. Given Jackson’s notion of robustness and 
sufficiently high probability it would be right for you to assert to Nat that “if ~A, then B” or “if 
they didn’t draw, then it was win for white”. For the sake of argument let us also suppose that 
you have good reason to trust Vlad. It would then follow that the truth of the conditional you 
tell Nat follows from the truth of Vlad’s disjunction and that you therefore make a good 
inference. 

Where is the problem you may ask? It is not that the truth-functional account is unable to 
tell us why this is a good inference. As is stands the truth-functional account can provide an 
adequate explanation here. The problem is that this story tells us nothing about the material 
conditional or the equivalence thesis as all of the work here can be done here without it. All we 
have in this case is that the truth of a particular disjunction gives the truth of a particular 
conditional. This story affords us no reason as to why we should hold that indicatives are 
material conditionals. Yet the truth-functional account holds this as fundamental. Bennett’s 
example highlights that it is possible for us to provide an explanation of why the or-if inference 
is a good inference without the need to commit to a result as strong as the equivalence thesis. 

You may ask yourself, if the truth-functional account can account for this inference then 
why should we not just accept it? Without going into too much detail, I will suppose that we 
want to be semantic Occamists.22 If we only need a hundred bricks to build a house, then we 
ought not to bring a thousand. In accounting for why the or-if inference is a good inference to 
make the equivalence thesis stands as surplus to our explanatory needs. I propose that in 
Bennett’s case we only have the need to establish that a reasonable inference is made from 
disjunction to conditional. We do not, however, have the need to establish that there is a logical 
entailment from indicative to material conditionals via the equivalence thesis.  

3.0: Stalnaker and the Non-truth-functionalism 

This places us in an interesting position. The truth-functional account is tempting. Yet given 
our Occamistic intentions I am inclined to believe that we can provide an account that explains 
why the or-if inference is a good inference without the need to accept a result as strong as the 
equivalence thesis; the fundamental doctrine of truth-functionality. I will now present 
Stalnaker’s non-truth-functional account of indicative conditionals and argue that it provides 
us with an explanation as to why the or-if inference is a good inference to make without 
subscribing to the equivalence thesis. The upshot of this will be that we have good reason to 
prefer a non-truth-functional account of indicative conditionals over a truth-functional 

                                                        
22 Bennett, J. (2003), p. 25. 
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account as it is semantically cheaper and offers us the prospect of a unified account of both 
indicative and subjunctive conditionals. 

Stalnaker’s account utilises possible worlds that he defines as being worlds that our world 
- the actual world - could have been.23 Possible worlds here are taken to be abstract sets of 
the maximal properties that our world could have had as opposed to say Lewisian concrete 
worlds. To determine whether a conditional is true Stalnaker uses a ‘selection function’.24 This 
is a function that for any given proposition “A”, and any world “w”, selects the nearest or most 
similar world “w*”  to w where A is true.25 For Stalnaker a conditional such as “if Edmund is in 
Manchester, then he is happy” is true iff when you assert the antecedent “Edmund is in 
Manchester” in world w, that the consequent  “he is happy” is true in the nearest or most 
similar world w* where the antecedent is also true. “If Edmund is in Manchester, then he is 
happy” is then true given that Edmund is in Manchester; and there is a minimally differing 
nearest world where it is true that he is happy on the supposition that he is in Manchester. 

The equivalence thesis fails to hold on Stalnaker’s account.26 To illustrate, although for 
Stalnaker “A or B; ~A, so B” is acceptable, “A or B, therefore ~A → B” is not. For example, it can 
be true that either Edmund is in Manchester or he is happy, yet false that in the nearest world 
to the actual world in which Edmund is in Manchester that he is happy (for instance it could 
be that in such a world Edmund is unhappy because he doesn’t know what to have to eat). 
Hence Stalnaker’s account is non-truth-functional as indicatives differ to material conditionals. 
This is not to say that for Stalnaker the general form of “~A ∨ B, A, therefore B” is not a 
reasonable inferential form. The logic behind this being a reasonable inference is that in a given 
context of discourse where the possibility of “~A & ~B” has been ruled out, “~A & B” and “A & 
~B” remain open or live possibilities.27 These remaining possibilities within a given 
conversational context are referred to as the live-set or ‘context set’ meaning that they have 
not been ruled out by speakers.28 

The Stalnakean machinery allows us to rule out absurd conditionals such as “if the Moon is 
made of cheese, then 2+2=4” as inappropriate to assert on the grounds that in a given context 
speakers have ruled out the possibility of the Moon being made out of cheese as it is not part 
of the relevant live-set. We therefore rule the conditional as inappropriate since it is irrelevant 
given the context. In conversation we develop a context where certain possibilities are ruled 
out as irrelevant to the dynamics of the conversation and are therefore not live-possibilities.29 
A context is then taken to be the live-set or set of possible worlds where the antecedent is 
true. For example, when the Metaphysician claims that “if there are no bare particulars, then 
Thomasson is in for a surprise” at a Zoology conference her claim is rendered as inappropriate 
to assert given the context.  

So far, so good. Stalnaker can account for the truth of conditionals qua the selection 
function and explain away inappropriate ones via context and the live-set; all without the need 

                                                        
23 Stalnaker, R. (1991), pp. 272-274. 
24 Stalnaker, R. (1991), pp. 274-275 
25 Edgington, D. (2001). [Online] Plato.stanford.edu. Available at: 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/conditionals/. 
26 Edgington, D. (2001). [Online] Plato.stanford.edu. Available at: 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/conditionals/. 
27 Edgington, D. (2001). [Online] Plato.stanford.edu. Available at: 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/conditionals/. 
28 Stalnaker, R. (1991), p. 274. 
29 Stalnaker, R. (1991), p. 274. 
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to subscribe to the truth-functional equivalence thesis. I will now propose that by 
distinguishing between the notions of reasonable inference and logical entailment a Stalnakean 
account can explain why the or-if inference is a good inference without the equivalence thesis 
and without truth-functionality.  

Stalnaker draws a distinction between the notions of reasonable inference and logical 
entailment.30 In loose terms, a reasonable inference is a pragmatic or contextually based 
inference from one claim to another. One can reasonably infer the truth of one claim from the 
truth of another given the context. In more formal terms, for Stalnaker an inference is 
reasonable if determined in the following manner: “suppose A is successfully asserted (at w in 
c) and c’ is the resulting posterior context. A, so: B is a reasonable inference iff B is accepted in 
c’ – we must assume that the antecedent is compatible with the current context (live set)”.31 
In contrast logical entailment is when the truth of one claim follows necessarily from another, 
for example: ~A or B, A, so B.32  

The truth-functional account presents us with a way of understanding why the or-if 
inference is a good one to make, it tells us why it is therefore a reasonable inference. However, 
if we accept the truth-functional account this commits us to the equivalence thesis, which is 
then a matter of logical entailment. If we apply the aforementioned Stalnakean account of 
reasonable inference to Bennett’s example, then we can readily explain why the or-if inference 
is good whilst being able to reject the equivalence thesis and the truth-functionalist’s story of 
why it is a good inference. 

To show this, suppose that “either they drew, or it was a win for white” is successfully 
asserted by Vlad in a world w in a given context c, and that c’ is the resulting context after the 
assertion. “Either they drew, or it was a win for white”, therefore “if they didn’t draw, then it 
was a win for white” is a reasonable inference to make to Nat iff the latter is accepted in c’. We 
assume that the truth of Vlad’s disjunction is compatible with the live-set of our given context 
as we know that Vlad is being truthful. The inference from disjunction to conditional is then 
reasonable as given the context one would accept the conditional as true given that Vlad’s 
disjunction is truthful; his truthfulness is assumed within the context or live-set. More 
specifically, take that Vlad’s disjunction is the antecedent and that the conditional you tell Nat 
is the consequent. You reasonably infer the truth of the consequent from the antecedent as 
via the selection function. In the world where you assert the antecedent, a disjunction/or, it 
follows that the consequent, a conditional/if, is true in the nearest or most similar world where 
the antecedent is also true. The inference is then accounted for as being a good inference 
without the need to appeal to the equivalence thesis, logical entailment or truth-functionalism. 
Stalnaker accounts for the inference in Bennett’s example via his notion of reasonable 
inference, whereas the truth-functionalist uses the notion of logical entailment, which we have 
seen to be superfluous to our explanatory needs. 

4.0: Why prefer a Non-truth-functional account? 

Although Stalnaker can account for the or-if inference without the truth-functional 
equivalence thesis as previously demonstrated, what reason is there for us to prefer a non-
truth-functional account over a truth-functional account? I will now argue that there are two 
reasons to prefer Stalnaker’s account over the truth-functional account. 

                                                        
30 Harper, W., Stalnaker, R., Pearce, G. and Gibbard, A. (1981), p. 208. 
31 Fara, D., Russell, G. and Gillies, A. (2012), p. 459. 
32 Harper, W., Stalnaker, R., Pearce, G. and Gibbard, A. (1981), p. 208. 
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Firstly, although both accounts can do all of the explanatory work required here, the non-
truth-functionalist does this without committing to the equivalence thesis. On the grounds of 
semantic Occamism this is an attractive feature as it completes the same explanatory task with 
fewer resources per se. In response the truth-functionalist could argue that although the 
Stalnakean account drops the semantic cost of the equivalence thesis it ends up footing the 
ontological cost of bringing possible worlds into the equation. In counter to this, I will simply 
say that the matter of concern here is that of indicative conditionals; which is a semantic 
matter. There is certainly something to be said about the ontological cost being relevant but it 
is of less concern than the semantic cost of the equivalence thesis. Even so, Stalnaker’s account 
of possible worlds is rather minimal in its ontological cost as it is defined by maximal and 
minimal properties relative to the actual world. Relative to our indicative related purposes, 
semantic cost takes precedence over ontological cost. 

Secondly, and more significantly, Stalnaker’s account offers us the prospect of a unified 
account of both indicative and subjunctive conditionals. Recall our initial subjunctive 
conditional, that “if Oswald hadn’t killed Kennedy, someone else would have”. The Stalnakean 
modal machinery of possible worlds allows for the analysis of subjunctives as well as indicatives 
as subjunctives are concerned with non-actual possibilities. Furthermore, Stalnaker defines 
indicatives as having their antecedent as part of the live-set and subjunctives as having their 
antecedent not a part of the live-set.33 In response to this the truth-functionalist could claim 
that the truth-functional account offers the attractive feature of a unified treatment of 
indicative and material conditionals, offering us the ability to analyse indicatives 
mathematically within formal languages. This is a fair response. However, upon current 
assessment the explanatory power that a Stalnakean account would provide in regards to 
understanding both indicatives and subjunctives is greater than the truth-functional accounts 
understanding of indicatives as material conditionals. Stalnaker’s account has more 
explanatory power at a cheaper semantic cost. It accounts for both indicative and subjunctive 
conditionals, whereas the truth-functionalist can only account for indicative materials as 
material conditionals whilst footing a heavier semantic cost. 

5.0: Conclusion 

Although I have been unable to consider matters such as Gibbard cases of embedded 
conditionals (of which may play a pivotal role in the discussion of indicatives) such as “if the 
cup broke if it was dropped, then it was fragile”; which I take the truth-functionalist to not be 
able to plausibly account for whilst the Stalnakean machinery can do so rather eloquently.34 I 
nonetheless have adequately demonstrated that Stalnaker’s non-truth-functional account can 
provide us with an explanation as to why the or-if inference is a good, reasonable inference to 
make without committing to the equivalence thesis. Moreover, given the notion of semantic 
Occamism and the prospect of a unified account of both indicative and subjunctive 
conditionals we have good reason to prefer Stalnaker’s non-truth-functional account over the 
truth-functional account.  
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