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ABSTRACT 

AN ANALYSIS OF GILBERT RYLE’S 

THE CONCEPT OF MIND 

WUNPEN BONGKUSHSTIT 

The nature of mind Is not an Issue new to those In philosophical 

circles. It has long been a controversial problem and no entirely 

satisfactory solution has been proposed to date. 

In this thesis, the problem has been taken up again, with the 

views and arguments contained in Gilbert Ryle's The Concept of Mind 

as a main focus. Much of Ryle's book is devoted to an attack on the 

Cartesian view that mind and body are two distinct substances having 

different kinds of qualities. The operations of the mind are unobservable 

and unwitnessable, while those of the body are observable. On the 

Cartesian view, therefore, mental concepts seem to function as names of 

mysterious entities or processes, Ryle has strong objections to this 

position. Moreover, he argues for treating mental concepts as more or 

less dispositional in character, thus enabling us to understand mental 

phenomena without invoking the mysteries of the Cartesian view. 

The first part of this thesis is devoted to Ryle's analysis of 

some mental concepts. When we use various mental concepts, we are fre¬ 

quently talking about the various activities people are disposed to 

engage in. To say someone is Intelligent is to say that if certain 

situations arise, he will perform in a certain manner. This applies to 
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other mental concepts such as being vain, etc. Ryle’s treatment of 

introspection, memory, and volition are discussed to show how we might 

understand these notions without resorting to unexplainable processes 

of mysterious entities. 

The second part of the thesis is an attempt to analyze Ryle's 

concept of a disposition, "Disposition" is a word applied freely both 

to living beings and non-living things as well. Not all dispositions 

are alike. A rough characterization can, however, be given. Ryle 

distinguishes single-track dispositions, the manifestations of which 

are unique and definite, and many-track dispositions, the manifestations 

of which are complex and sometimes undefinable. Besides these 

differences, the sentences containing mental concepts have different 

logical structures. Ryle classifies these into three types. Cate- 

goricals function simply to narrate what has taken place or what is now 

taking place, Hypotheticals function in a manner similar to a law in 

the sense that they are "inference tickets" which license their 

possessor to move from asserting certain factual statements to asserting 

other factual statements. Such hypothetical statements, therefore, do 

not primarily describe what people are doing or have done but rather 

enable us to explain, predict, and retrodict people's behavior. 

Mongrel-Categoricals are the last type, and they function not only to 

explain and predict behavior but also to describe or narrate what has 

occurred. 

The final part of the thesis is devoted to the analysis and 

evaluation of certain objections to Ryle's treatment of mental concepts. 
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He has been accused of identifying mental concepts with overt acts. 

The accusation is not without point. Yet, according to Ryle, to admit 

the distinction between overt and covert acts is to adopt a form of 

dualism. Another famous objection is that contrary to Ryle, mental 

concepts can not be unpacked into any list of hypothetical statements. 

Ryle, however, has already conceded this point. His distinction between 

single-track and many-track dispositions and his characterization of 

many-track dispositions enables him to account for the complex and 

indefinite ways in which certain dispositions manifest themselves. 

It is quite obvious that Ryle's dispositional account removes 

much of the mystery that previously clouded the concept of mind. It 

also suggests a new direction for further investigation of the nature 

of the mind-body problem. 
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CHAPTER I 

RYLE’S CRITIQUE OF CARTESIAN DUALISM: A NEW 
PERSPECTIVE ON THE MIND BODY PROBLEM 

I 

When Ryle's The Concept of Mlnd^ first appeared, it reopened the 

old controversial mind-body problem for a new investigation. Though 

Ryle has been firm in his insistence that he wrote the book "not to 

increase what we know about minds" (CM, p. 7), but only "to rectify 

the logical geography of the knowledge which we already possess" 

(CM, p. 7), the book Itself gives the impression of being new 

speculation on the philosophical problem of mind and body. 

The book has been accused of "radical incoherences.Yet, 

it brings to our attention a new approach to the philosophical 

problem of mind and body. The central theme of the book has been to 

present a dispositional account of the mental as a replacement for the 

Cartesian treatment of the mind. Ryle believes that all psychological 

terms are more or less dispositional in character. Mental concepts 

can be explained mostly in terms of dispositional words. The. mind is 

not something mysterious. Rather, talk about it is simply talk about 

dispositions to behave in certain ways. This certainly seems to 

present us with a new way of thinking about mind. 

Ryle summarizes his central thesis as follows: 

To talk of a person's mind is not to talk 
of a repository which is permitted to house 
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objects that something called 'the physical 
world' is forbidden to house; it is to talk 
of the person's abilities, liabilities and 
inclinations to do and undergo certain sorts 
of things, and of the doing and undergoing 
of these things in the ordinary world. 

(CM, p. 199) 

My main concern is to explain and assess Ryle's new approach 

to the mind-body problem. 

II 

Descartes, the father of modern philosophy, argued rather 

persuasively for treating the mind and body as two distinct substances 

having distinct kinds of qualities. A person was then considered to 

be the union of these two substances. His body is in space and time, 

observable by other human beings and subject to death. On the other 

hand, his mind is not in space but in time, unobservable by anyone 

except himself, and capable of surviving death. 

This conception of mind is, according to Ryle, quite mistaken. 

Since "mind" and ''body" are terms of different types or categories, 

it is improper to conjoin or disjoin them in any existential statement. 

Both Mind and Body can be said to exist, but it must be made clear that 

"exist»' is being used in different senses in these two cases. 

It is perfectly proper to say, in one 
logical toné of voice, that there exist 
minds and to say, in another logical tone 
of voice, that there exist bodies. 

(CM, p. 23) 



3 

Though conjunctions and disjunctions of statements about minds 

and bodies are improper, separate statements about minds and bodies are quite 

proper. In this way, Ryle makes it clear that minds and bodies both 

exist, but in different senses of 'exist'. Ryle accuses the Cartesian 

dualist of taking them as existing in the same sense of 'exist'. 

Ryle argues against this type of dualism and he vigorously sets about 

the task of exploding this way of thinking. This is not to say that 

he rejects the concept of mind. What he is negating are the idioms 

in which mind was conceived and described by the dualists. He wants 

to expose as mythical the account of mind and body given by the 

dualists. 

How does he do away with the mythical account of mind and 

what is the positive account he offers to replace it? I shall 

label Ryle's own account the "Dispositional Theory." Consider the 

psychological term "intelligent." What is it to do something intelli¬ 

gently? The'Cartesian picture suggests that to do something 

intelligently is to perform some outward activity and to perform or 

undergo some inner "mental" activity. Ryle presents a different 

account. He asks us what the difference is between the tumblings and 

trippings of a clown versus those of a clumsy man. We want to say 

that the former are done intelligently while the latter are not. But 

what does this mean? Outwardly, the performances are the same. Yet, 

according to Ryle, there is a distinction to be made. The clown's 

trippings and tumblings are the actualizations of his skill while 

those of the clumsy man are not. So, whether an activity is 
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intelligent can be decided by considering whether it is an 

actualization of a skill (CM, pp. 33-46). Whether the activity is an 

actualization of a skill can be decided by seeing whether the same 

thing can be done under diverse circumstances. 

So to speak of the clown's intelligence is to talk about 

what he can and will do in various circumstances. It is not to ascribe 

his performance to the workings of some inner mental mechanism. 

There are some dispositions which always actualize in one way, such as 

the disposition to smoke. But there are many dispositions whose 

track of actualization is not always the same. They may actualize 

in diverse ways. Intelligent activity is not one unique kind of 

activity. It may take various forms. Almost all psychological terms 

can be explained in a way similar to the explanation of "intelligence" 

give above. Psychological terns like "know," "believe," "aspire," 

"clever," "humorous," etc., in fact, refer to dispositions or tendencies 

to behave. They do not refer to secret activities conducted on a 

second stage called the mind. They are disposition words. 

Yet, there are some psychological terms which seem to refer 

to occurrences. They do not appear to refer to any disposition or 

tendency. Consider a case in which we say of someone that he is 

"walking carefully." Here "walking carefully" seems to refer to two 

types of episodes—physical and mental. Walking is a physical 

activity, while exercising carefulness is a mental activity. So that 
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while walking carefully, something is happening both at the physical 

and the mental level. From this it is tempting to conclude that the 

term "carefully" refers to a mental occurrence quite unlike the 

physical occurrence of walking. 

But what really happens according to Ryle, is that "walking 

carefully" does not refer to two activities. It is one activity. 

Humming while walking involves two activities because one is possible 

without the other. But exercising care by itself is not possible. 

It can not be said that the man is simply exercising care but not 

walking. Walking is certainly a physical occurrence, while careful¬ 

ness Is a frame of mind or disposition. So "walking carefully" 

refers to an occurrence of walking in a certain frame of mind. 

Therefore, the sentence "He is walking carefully" has both an episodic 

reference and a dispositional reference. 

Therefore, those sentences which contain psychological words 

are dispositional, in spite of their seeming reference to hidden 

mental occurrences. There is, therefore, no ghostly world of mind. 

Mind-involving concepts refer to tendencies to behave in certain ways 

in appropriate circumstances. 

Ill 

There are many traditional concepts which seem to refer to or 

at least involve some mysterious goings-on. These concepts are the 

concepts of volition or will, emotion, mood, consciousness and intro¬ 

spection. In this section, I will illustrate Ryle's views on these 
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concepts in some detail. 

It is to fall prey to the Cartesian myth to regard "volitions" 

as initiators of action coming to the physical body from the inner world 

of mind. In our everyday conversation, no one uses these terms in 

that way. Nobody ever speaks of having a volition at 10 A.M., or 

having five quick or slow volitions between breakfast and lunch (CM, 

p. 64). Thus, according to Ryle, "volition" is an artificial concept. 

In discussing volition, two further concepts are called into 

question, namely the concepts of the voluntary and the involuntary. 

These two concepts are used in practical life. But they are not 
i 

adjectives related to a mysterious phenomenon called volition. The 

question of whether an act was voluntary or involuntary is not 

decided with reference to a private act of will. It is decided rather 

with reference to what someone "could have avoided" or "could not 

have avoided" (CM, p. 70). If somebody could have avoided doing 

something, the action is called voluntary and if he could not have 

avoided doing It, the action is called involuntary. "Voluntary" 

and "involuntary" are used with regard to faults. Yet, it should be 

noted that it is pointless to call a meritorious action voluntary. 

Though we may appear to refer to the mysterious element of 

volition when we use such idioms as "strength of will," Ryle explains 

away such appearances. Strength of will means simply sticking to a 

task. There is no room for bringing in the concept of ghostly 

volition to explain it. 
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IV 

Typical explanations of emotion are another manifestation of 

4 
the dogma of the ghost in the machine, according to Ryle, Emotion 

words include words for feelings, motives, moods, or agitations. Some 

feeling words, e.g,, "thrills," "twinges," "pangs," "throbs," "qualms," 

etc. are names of bodily sensations. We speak of a twinge of remorse 

as well as of a twinge of rheumatism. The tense feeling of anger 

might be located in the muscles of the jaw and the fist. So, there 

is nothing secret or mysterious about the location of such feelings. 

Sometimes theorists confuse motive words with feeling words. 

Through such confusions, they come to believe that motive words are 

names of internal experiences, called emotions. For example, 

consider the term "vanity." Some theorists believe that there is a 

specific feeling of vanity in us. This specific feeling of vanity 

causes the outward behavior of boasting, day-dreaming, etc, Ryle 

sees this way of treating the term as a mere muddle. "Vanity" 

signifies tendencies or propensities to act in certain ways, in certain 

circumstances. A vain man is one who has a tendency to make himself 

prominent in situations of certain sorts. For example, while in the 

company of newcomers, he would talk of his achievements in superlative 

tones, he would mention his relations with the eminent persons of 

society, etc. That is, the tendency of vanity is actualized in the 

various acts of boasting. It is not the registering of a feeling. 

We do not feel the thrills or twinges of vanity. If vanity were a 
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feeling of this sort, the vain man would be the first to know how 

vain he was. Boasting becomes almost a habit with the vain man. 

And habits are not internal processes or events. Vanity, therefore, 

is a disposition, and as a disposition, it can not be an occurrence 

because no disposition is an occurrence. 

The typical treatment of mood words is another example of 

the pernicious influence of the myth of the ghost in the machine. 

Hood words are sometimes construed as the names of feeling. But the 

fact is that mood words refer to certain frames of mind. When some¬ 

one is in a certain mood, he is likely to do many things which usually 

he would not do. For example, if somebody is in a generous mood, 

he will not give serious consideration to the defects of others, he 

will be kind, etc. Hood words, therefore, are not names of specific 

occurrences. Hoods are like motives; they are dispositional in 

nature. The central difference between moods and motives is that 

while one can have several motives at one time, one can not be in 

more than one mood at a time. Hoods, unlike motives, monopolize. 

As monopolizing, moods take time and endure. Feelings, on the con¬ 

trary, can come and go in quick succession. Hoods, therefore, can 

not be Identified with feelings. 

Having classified and explained the different senses in which 

the term "emotion" is used and understood, Ryle concludes that 

"emotion" has no reference to the ghostly process of internal 

turbulences felt in the stream of consciousness. 
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V 

Ryle also regards what he calls "the official theories of 

consciousness and introspection" (CM, p. 155) as logical muddles. 

Consider the notion of consciousness. If it is regarded as a constant 

and unfailing source of obtaining facts about our own mental life, 

we would speak of "knowing through consciousness” or of learning 

something through "a direct deliverance of consciousness" (CM. p. 161). 

But as a matter of fact, we have no use for such idioms. Secondly, 

if consciousness were a constant and unfailing source of obtaining 

information about our mental life, nothing about our mental life 

would be obscure or unknown to us. Yet, we are all too familiar 

with the ways in which our own motives can be clearer to others than 

they are to ourselves. 

Furthermore, if our mental life is known through consciousness, 

consciousness, which is itself mental, could be known only by 

another consciousness, and so on. This shows the futility of "ex¬ 

plaining" how we have knowledge of our mental life by postulating a 

special mental process which gives us such knowledge. Therefore, 

the "official theory of consciousness" is unacceptable to Ryle. 

The concept of introspection is also one of the major errors 

in the Cartesian treatment of the mental. Ryle gives various reasons 

for rejecting this theory. If a mental event is known by introspection, 

how then is this introspection itself to be known? Here we have a 

problem similar to the regress mentioned above in the discussion of 

consciousness. Secondly, if introspection is an infallible source 
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of acquaintance with the inner mental world, why are there so many 

disputes in the intellectual, religious and moral fields? Thirdly, 

the calm, cool analysis implied by "introspection" is not possible 

for certain psychological states such as fear or panic. Therefore, 

according to Ryle, the traditionalists' theory of introspection 

is unintelligible. The term "introspection" is simply a technical 

term with no clear ordinary use. 

Sometimes we speak of introspection when what we have in 

mind is retrospection. Consider such phrases as, "When I catch 

myself getting into panic, I do such and such." The word "catch" 

clearly suggests retrospection, for we can catch only that which 

is being pursued and overtaken. Thus, what we often speak of as 

introspection is in truth retrospection, and there is nothing 

mysterious or occult about retrospection. 

In principle, there is no difference between catching oneself 

scratching (the public act) and catching oneself day-dreaming (the 

allegedly private act). There is no significant philosophical 

difference between the physical or public aspects of a person and 

the mental or private aspects of a person. What is ordinarily 

private in a man is the subject matter of retrospection. Like a 

diary, retrospection supplies considerable data about the qualities 

of character of an agent. But as the diary and its content are 

not ghostly, retrospection and its data are not ghostly. In this 

way, Ryle has rejected any purely private and privileged access to 
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mental goings-on. 

Does this rejection mean that we know nothing about ourselves? 

The fact is that we know a great deal about our minds. We know our 

own mind in the same way we know other people's minds. How do 1 know 

I possess the skill of typewriting? By observing whether 1 can 

actually type. How do I know that you possess the skill of type¬ 

writing? By observing you actually type. So, knowing about one’s 

own self is not peeping into the windowless chamber of one's mind, 

anymore than knowing about someone else involves peeping into their 

private mental chamber. Knowledge about ourselves and others can 

be had if we know how to establish and apply certain law-like 

propositions about the overt and the silent behavior of ourselves 

and others. By observing the behavioral patterns of people, we 

establish certain law-like propositions about the traits of their 

characters. For example, if we find that a man frequently loses 

his temper, we are in a position to assert about him the general 

law-like proposition "he is irritable." So, traits, inclinations, 

or dispositions are detected by observing behavior. The establishment 

of motives, or inclinations, or qualities of character is an 

inductive process. We learn about them by observing conduct, 

remarks, gestures, etc. This way of establishing and applying law¬ 

like propositions can often be applied to ourselves as well as 

others. 

Ryle does not mean to deny the possibility of private self- 

knowledge. Typically, such knowledge is not private, but it can be 
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made private under certain circumstances. The curiosity does not 

lie in publishing our thoughts; it lies in keeping them to ourselves 

Ryle does not want to maintain that we know about ourselves 

completely. Many of our qualities may be concealed from us; a man 

may be a stranger to himself in certain respects. Though everything 

that we are is not open to ourselves, knowledge about one’s own 

self is more open than knowledge about others. This is not because 

of our privileged access to the secret world of the mind. Circum¬ 

stances are such that we are more conversant with our own selves 

than with others. There are no intrinsic differences between self- 

knowledge and knowledge of others, either in content or in method of 

attainment. While the dualists base self-knowledge on introspection 

Ryle bases it on observation and induction. 

VI 

Though Ryle is not completely satisfied with what he has to 

say about sensations, he is convinced that there is no need to 

postulate a special realm in which non-physical objects called sen¬ 

sations reside. Theorists under the influence of the myth of the 

ghost in the machine sometimes argue that the very possibility of 

perceiving the physical world requires that we have non-physical 

sensations. But even when we believe with these theorists that 

perception must be preceded by the having of at least one sensation, 

we do not observe sensations. Sensations are never the objects of 
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observation. What we observe are objects, not sensations. Sensations 

may be noticed but not observed. If sensations had to be observed, 

another infinite regress would be created similar to the ones pre¬ 

viously cited. Furthermore, observations are characterized as good 

or bad, careful or careless, but sensations are not characterized in 

this way. Objects of sensation have size, shape, position, color or 

smell, but sensations do not have these qualities. All of this 

suggests that sensations can not be objects of observation. There 

are objects, and there are sensations. So there is no need for a 

mental realm to house those objects called sensations, for there are 

no such objects. 

The theory of sense data is also a "logical howler" (CM, p. 

213), according to Ryle. While common people speak of seeing a 

house, theorists speak of directly seeing color patches. But if 

we have to see houses by seeing color patches, the question will 

arise as to how we see color patches. These must be seen by seeing 

something else, and once again we start on an infinite regress. 

VII 

When we come to imagination, again, Ryle rejects the idea that 

imagining consists of seeing "images" or "pictures" in one's mind. 

Picturing or imagining does occur, but to picture something is only to 

pretend to see it. When we visualize or picture our nurseries, 

we do not see the internal picture or copy or resemblance of our 

nurseries; what happens is that we pretend to be a spectator of our 
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nurseries. This clearly means that imagining is pretending or 

fancying to be one who sees, but actually there is neither any act 

of seeing nor any objects to be seen. Therefore, imagining or 

picturing or visualizing is just fancying or pretending to be a 

real spectator, which in fact one is not. 

Leaving aside problems concerning the status of images, I 

turn to Ryle’s explanation of memory and the act of remembering. 

Ryle makes a distinction between two senses of the verb "to remember." 

In one sense, "I remember" means "I know" or "I can do this and that" 

(CM, p. 731). When I say that I remember the road to the railway 

station, 1 mean that I know the road to the railway station and 

my knowing consists of my taking the correct road or being able to 

assist someone who has gotten lost on their way to the station. 

The phrase "being able to" refers to an ability, it does not refer 

to an occurrence. Remembering, therefore, can not be interpreted 

as an act of bringing the past to the present in the form of mental 

pictures or images. In another sense, "remembering" does refer to an 

occurrence. When I say "I am remembering or recalling or recollecting 

yesterday's railway accident,"I am referring to what I am doing at 

the moment. One can remember by producing, sketching, narrating, 

or caricaturing. But none 'of these provides grounds for thinking 

that in remembering the accident I must be calling up some ghostly 

pictures originally "taken" sometime in the past. 
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VIII 

The intellectual operation of thinking has also been wrongly 

conceived in traditional discussions of mind. In order to correct 

this, Ryle distinguishes two senses of the words "thought" and 

"thinking" (CM, p. 285). In one sense, thought is an activity, in 

another it is the product of an activity. When we say "This man 

is engaged in thinking something out," we refer to an activity. 

Thought in this sense may be hard, interrupted, careless, etc. But 

when we say, "Such and such is what he thinks," we refer to the 

result of an activity. Thought in this latter sense may be true or 

false, published or unpublished. 

Theorists often confuse the vocabulary of thought as product 

with the vocabulary of thought as activity. Ryle believes that 

the terms "judgment," "abstraction," "subsumption," "deduction," 

"induction," "prediction," etc. are meant for the description of 

thought as product. He regards it as a mistake to suppose that 

there are a whole series of subtly different intellectual operations 

corresponding to the distinctions which can be made for certain pur¬ 

poses among the various products of thought. 

Terms like "judgment," "reasoning," "conception," "idea," 

"abstract idea," "making judgments," ?inferring," "drawing con¬ 

clusions from premise," etc. are used by theorists to describe 

intellectual powers or operations. But such terns are not used this 

way in everyday conversation. When we encounter these terms, they 
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are used by authors, scientists, or discoverers to classify different 

aspects of theories they have achieved. If there actually were such 

operations which we undergo internally, we should be able to reply 

to the following queries: How many cognitive operations did you 

make while searching for the solution to that problem? Was your 

conceiving quick or gradual, slow or difficult? These questions can 

not be answered because they are meaningless. 

Ryle denies that writing or speaking involves two distinct 

operations, one taking place externally either with pen or tongue 

and the other occurring internally in the mysterious world of the 

mind. Saying something significant is not doing two things at two 

levels. It is doing one thing in a specific frame of mind. Doing 

this, we are said to be thinking. Thinking, therefore, is not the 

private act of doing something in a secret chamber. It is the 

public act of saying things or using idioms. When one wields his 

premise-sentence and conclusion sentence heedfully, he is then 

thinking. Meaning an idiom is simultaneous with using it. Meaning 

does not precede an expression, it goes with it. We do not 

require any antecedent act of occult thinking to provide the meaning 

of subsequent verbal pronouncements. 

IX 

According to Ryle, therefore, there are no such things as 

internal mental goings-on in some ghostly world to which our mental 

concepts allegedly refer. 



FOOTNOTES 

Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind (New York: Barnes & Noble, 
Inc., 1949). Future page references to this work will be given within 
parentheses in the text. I shall abbreviate the title of this work 
in the standard way, namely, CM. 

7 
Stuart Hampshire, Freedom of Mind (New Jersey: 

University Press, 1971), p. 87. 
Princeton 

O 

I refer to Ryle’s notion of a "category mistake." The term 
is applied to the type of mistake committed by Descartes in supposing 
that the mind and the body are two similar but distinct substances 
having different kinds of qualities. Here the category of mind is 
confused with the category of body. A body is considered a kind of 
thing, and therefore the mind must be another kind of thing. If the 
body is a field of mechanical causes and effects, the mind also must 
be a field of causes and effects. Ryle sees "mind" and "body" as 
terms belonging to different types or categories, and any variety 
of dualism commits the mistake of ignoring this fact. See CM, pp. 
16-19. 

The dogma of the ghost in the machine originates from 
Descartes's conception of mind and body. According to this view, mind 
and body co-exist in the person, having their own proper fields of 
action. Body exists in space and time, observable and detectable 
by external observers. A man’s bodily life is, therefore, a public 
affair. But minds are not in space, and their operations are not 
subject to mechanical laws. Their workings are not observable or 
detectable by other observers; their affairs are private. A person 
thus lives two lives, one consisting of what happens to his physical 
body which is public, the other consisting of what happens to his mind, 
which is private. Ryle considers this view a myth. 
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CHAPTER II 

RYLE'S THEORY OF DISPOSITIONS: AN EXPOSITION 

I 

It should now obvious to any reader of The Concept of Mind 

that the predominant theme of the book is the theory of dispositions."^ 

Ryle has assigned to dispositions a large part of the task of 

rescuing the theory of mind from hopeless confusion. In Chapter I 

I have surveyed some examples of mental concepts for which Ryle 

suggests dispositional analyses. Before embarking on any further 

investigation of The Concept of Mind, it will now be essential to 

seek a more precise understanding of dispositions, since it is the 

primary concern of this thesis to illustrate in as much detail as 

possible the imposing task that Ryle has set for this concept. 

Let us begin with a review of the general findings of 

Chapter I. Ryle's main concern throughout his book is to show us 

that mental concepts do not refer to occult agencies or entities. 

There are no ghostly existences in the so-called "mental world." When 

we use various mental concepts, we are frequently talking about the 

various activities people are disposed to engage in. The notion of a 

disposition, therefore, helps us to,understand how a large number of 

mental concepts function. When we use the concept "know" e.g., in a 

sentence such as "He knows his business," what we are saying is that 

18 
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he is prone to perform activities of certain sorts, in certain par¬ 

ticular situations. It is not that the person had to undergo a 

particular episode called "knowing" in the secret grotto of his 

mind. 

Most mental concepts can be more or less explained in the 

dispositional vocabulary. Because they are more or less dis¬ 

positional in character, such mental concepts are used to describe 

people's abilities, tendencies, propensities, liabilities, habits 

and so on. Thus, when we ascribe such mental concepts to persons, 

we are attempting to describe achievements, abilities, and the 

like. 

If mental concepts were ascribed to people on the basis of 

their undergoing certain processes in the hidden arena called 

"mind," Ryle argues that we would never know when to ascribe these 

mental concepts at all. Mental concepts, therefore, refer to nothing 

mysterious, and many of the concepts which might appear to refer to 

mysterious episodes actually refer to people's dispositions to act and 

react in various ways. 

Once we are clear that many mental concepts can be explained 

with the help of dispositional concepts, it is clear that we must 

next examine dispositional concepts themselves. 

II 

. Ryle admits that there are lots of different kinds of dis¬ 

positional words. Hobbies are not the same sort of thing as habits, 
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and both are different from skills, from mannerisms, from fashions, 

from phobias, and from trades. (CM, p. 116) "Disposition," therefore, 

is a term applied freely and widely to living beings and inanimate 

things as well. Richard I. Aaron aptly described it as an "umbrella 

term covering, for instance, reflexes, whether conditioned or uncon¬ 

ditioned, habits, whether acquired automatically or through learning, 

skills, etiquettes, tendencies, capacities, and so on."^ 

It is natural, for example, to say that a rubber band, when 

extended and then released, has the "disposition" or tendency to 

o 
return to its previous shape. Water, when heated to 100 C. has the 

disposition or tendency to boil. Two units of hydrogen, when 

combined with one unit of oxygen, has the tendency or disposition 

to become water. Perhaps it is less natural to call these tendencies 

"dispositions," yet the term would not appear to be erroneously 

used in this connection. Similarly, it is permissible to speak of 

the quality of stimulating the nerves as a dispositional quality 

of tea, or the quality of attracting iron filings as a dispositional 

quality of a magnet. 

There are, then, differences among different dispositions. 

Richard I. Aaron, forrexamjplé,thas tèmarkedethattthere are certain 

differences between dispositions which belong to living beings and 

those which belong to inanimate things. Inanimate things are finite 

in their possible dispositions. They are incapable of acquiring 

new dispositions. Their dispositions are set and determinated. 

A rubber band is always disposed to return to its previous shape when 
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extended and released. Fruits and vegetables, when left to the natural 

process of growth, are always disposed to rot, etc. On the other 

hand, living things such as human beings and animals are forever 

acquiring new dispositions. They start with a few dispositions on 

a primary level and then develop new dispositions on a' secondary level. 

They appear infinite in their capacities to acquire new dispositions. 

From simple primary dispositions such as the ability to walk, to 

run, to swim, to move, and so on, living beings move on to secondary 

dispositions, such as the ability to remember, to learn, to speak, 

to think,and so on. Living beings, especially human beings, are 

3 
developing continuously. 

A second difference arises from the. fact that organisms 

appear to possess a certain measure of spontaneity. A man can restore 

or break his habits, but an inanimate thing must behave more strictly 

with respect to its dispositions. It is simply unimaginable that 

o 
water when heated to 100 C. will remain cold. On the other hand, it 

is quite imaginable that a man who has the tendency to drink coffee 

in the morning might, upon awakening one morning, ask to have tea. 

A man who has the disposition to be angry when being insulted, will not 

necessarily be angry on every such occasion; he may react calmly, 

or he may keep quiet. This is not the case with non-living things. 

Therefore, while people do speak of inanimate things as having 

dispositional qualities, we should note that the word "disposition" 

is then given a slightly different meaning. The dispositions of 

inanimate things are perhaps best thought of as like the so-called 



22 

primary dispositions of organisms. 

Ill 

Dispositional words also have various meanings when applied 

just to human beings. They signify such different things as 

liabilities, tendencies, propensities, capacities and habits. Each 

of these notions has a meaning of its own. The disposition to 

be angry when hurt is a different kind of disposition from the 

disposition to learn French. The disposition to be a cigarette 

smoker differs in kind from the disposition to be greedy. 

Ryle's main concern is to discuss in detail those dispositions 

which apply only to human beings since it is these dispositions 

which are the source of confusion about mental concepts. There are, 

for example, times when dispositional concepts are mistaken for 

occurrence concepts. This is because these types of concepts are 

closely related. Yet, there are. differences. Suppose, for example, 

John wakes up one Sunday morning and finds himself wanting to have 

coffee. Although this rarely happens to him, he proceeds to drink 

some coffee. John's neighbor, Jim, on the other hand, is a coffee 

drinker. He, too, may drink some coffee upon arising. These neighbors 

both, on this particular occasion, drink coffee. Yet we feel certain 

differences between the two cases. What are these differences? 

In John's case, the impulse to have coffee is a rather 

unusual happening. He rarely develops any desire for coffee at all. 
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It is not included in his daily meals. Yet, upon awakening one 

morning, he would like to have it. But in Jim's case, coffee is 

part of his daily meal; he can not do without it. He has to have it 

every morning. It is not something rather unusual for him at all. 

It is, perhaps, "second nature" to him. We can call what happens to 

John an occurrence. In Jim's case, however, we can speak of a 

disposition. An occurrence is something which takes place at a 

certain time. John happens to drink coffee only on that one Sunday 

morning. After that, he may never drink coffee again. But Jim 

continues to have coffee every morning. His having coffee is part 

of a behavioral pattern which stretches over a period of years. 

An occurrence, then, is an event in a series of events. 

Occurrences may be unique. It need not happen the following* Sunday 

morning that John wants to have coffee. But Jim's having coffee occurs 

repeatedly in a predictable way. His disposition is a certain 

pattern of behavior that he follows regularly although not necessarily 

in every instance. It need not be surprising, for example, if 

upon awakening one morning, Jim does not ask for or want to have 

coffee. Because he is not feeling well, he may not want to have 

coffee this particular morning. This doesLnot mean, however, that 

he has loèt histdisposition for coffee. On the following morning, 

feeling better, he may ask again for his usual cup of coffee. 

A disposition, then, is not an occurrence, or even a mere 

series of occurrences. Nor is it a property of occurrences. It is a 

property of the "continuants" which undergo occurrences. Aaron makes 
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the point in the following way: 

Certain adjectives that we use signify 
dispositional qualities of such continuants. 
For instance, 'soluble' signifies a dis¬ 
positional quality of salt. The difference 
between continuants, occurrences and dis¬ 
positions is illustrated by the fact that 
'soluble' can be predicated of the con¬ 
tinuants, the salt, but can not be predi¬ 
cated of the occurrence, namely, salt¬ 
dissolving-in water. It is absurd to 
say that the latter is soluble (or in¬ 
soluble) . 

IV 

To return to Ryle, we see that the distinction between dis¬ 

positions and occurrences is crucial, for it often happens that mental- 

concept sentences are mistaken for reports of some ghostly existences. 

If we understand the working of these sentences correctly, Ryle 

believes we will see that they report nothing of such a nature. Ryle 

puts the point as follows: 

There is, however, a special point in 
drawing attention to the fact that many 
of the cardinal concepts in terms of 
which we describe specifically human 
behavior are dispositional concepts, 
since the vogue of the para-mechanical 
legend has led many people to ignore 
the ways in which these concepts actually 
behave and to construe them instead as 
items in the descriptions of occult 
causes and effects. Sentences embodying 
these dispositional words have been 
interpreted as being categorical reports, 
of particular but unwitnessable matters 
of fact instead of being testable, open 
hypothetical and what I shall call 
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*semi-hypothetical' statements. (CM, p. 117) 

Ryle distinguishes three different types of sentences contain¬ 

ing mental concepts. Though the "surface grammar" of these sentences 

may be quite similar, they in fact have quite different logical struc¬ 

tures. The three types are: (1) categorical; (2) hypothetical; and 

(3) mongrel-categorical. I will briefly explain what Ryle takes the 

logical structure of each of these three types of sentences to be: 

(1) Categorical statements are sentences which describe 

particular episodes, like "Jones sees a dog," "Jones solved his math 

problem," "Jones just had his dinner." These are simple narrative 

sentences utilizing some of the many task and achievement verbs of 

ordinary language. Yet, they are not the categoricals of the 

Cartesian, since none of these statements refer to any metaphysically 

private episodes. Ryle, of course, holds that there are no such 

episodes. 

(2) The second type of mental-concept sentences are hypo¬ 

thetical statements. The statements "Jones is vain," and "Jones 

knows French" do not merely tell us something about Jones. At first 

glance, they seem to belong to the same type of statement as "Jones 

sees a dog." But as a matter of fact, they are not of the same type 

at all. "Jones is vain," and "Jones knows French," in spite of 

their similarity in surface structure to categorical statements, are 

not categorical. 
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According to Ryle, when we try to say exactly what we mean 

when we say "Jones is vain," we see that we are asserting something 

which is hypothetical in character. "Jones is vain" means "under 

certain specific circumstances, if certain things were to occur, for 

example, if someone were to praise Jones in his presence, then Jones 

would be likely to do other things, for example, try to prolong the 

particular conversation." The grounds for saying, "Jones is vain" 

include having observed in the past that Jones boasts unduly, loves 

to hear himself talked about, and so on. "Jones knows French" means 

"If he is ever addressed in French, if he is shown any French paper, 

he acts appropriately, e.g., reads it aloud and translates it or 

explains what it is about." 

Though these statements mention only particular things or 

persons, they resemble laws in the sense that they are statable 

as what Ryle calls "open-hypotheticals." 

We do not call a hypothetical sentence a 
'law' unless it is a ’variable' or 'open' 
hypothetical statement, i.e., one of which 
the protasis can embody at least one ex¬ 
pression like 'any' or 'whenever.' 

(CM, p. 120) 

Since there are similarities between hypothetical statements 

and laws, it is important to understand certain points of similarity 

between them. A law-like hypothetical statement can be used as 

an "inference ticket" which licenses its possessor to move from 

asserting certain factual statements to asserting other factual 
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statements. To understand any law, therefore, involves being able 

to apply it in concrete cases. Laws also normally function to explain 

events which fall under them. They are involved in inference, 

argument and warranting. Hypothetical statements are like laws in 

that they apply to, or are satisfied by, actions, reactions, and 

states of objects (in the sense that they are inference-tickets 

which license us to predict, retrodict, explain and modify these 

actions, reactions and states). To explain Jones's behavior by 

saying that Jones knows French is to show that the particular bit of 

behavior was to be expected in these particular circumstances. 

"Jones knows French" functions in this explanation as a universal 

proposition in that whenever circumstances of a certain sort obtain, 

Jones will behave in certain ways. Thus given the circumstances, 

Jones's action can be derived from the claim that Jones knows French 

insofar as it is an instance of a universal proposition. 

(3) The third type of mental-concept sentence Ryle calls 

"mongrel-categorical" or "semi-dispositional." Sentences of this 

type perform quite a number of jobs. Unlike the categorical, which 

simply narrates a story, mongrel-categorical sentences narrate, 

explain, and predict. The sentence "This sugar is dissolving," for 

example, tells us what the sugar is doing and why it does it. It 

explains to us that the sugar is dissolving because it has the quality 

of being a soluble substance. It also gives us a prediction of what 

will happen to the sugar and substances of such a feature when certain 
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conditions obtain. 

Mongrel-categoricals are exemplified especially well in sen¬ 

tences containing "heed concepts" such as "noticing," "taking care," 

"concentrating on," "knowing what one is doing," and the like. Con¬ 

sider, for example, the difference between "Jim is a careful driver" 

and "Jim is driving carefully." The first is dispositional. When 

ordinary people utter it, they mean that if Jim were to drive under 

certain specified normal conditions, he would be likely to obey 

traffic laws, be on the alert for other drivers and pedestrians, 

etc. But the second sentence says more. It is spoken only if Jim 

is actually driving in such a manner that he is ready for any one 

of a number of related things like the presence of other drivers, 

pedestrians, traffic signals, etc., and only if he shows his readiness 

by actually doing one or more of these things. It is important to 

note that this last sentence says nothing at all about any. occult 

mental episode called "Jim's caution," or about some physical movement 

called "his driving." What is actually meant by "Jim's care in driving" 

is the observable manner in which he is using his hands, feet and 

eyes, as he drives and continues to drive. 

Once we note these distinctions, and see how they work, Ryle 

believes that we will understand that occult mental occurrences are 

simply a myth. 
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V 

It is important to keep in mind that though dispositions cover 

a lot of different things, some more or less general characterizations 

can be given. 

Some dispositions are dispositions to behave in fairly 

definite, specifiable ways. Some dispositions are dispositions to 

behave in ways which can at best be only vaguely characterized. 

In line with these differences, Ryle classifies dispositions into 

two types. The first type is termed "single-track dispositions." 

"Being brittle" is an example of such a disposition. To be brittle 

is just to be bound to, or likely to fly into fragments in such and 

such conditions; to be a smoker is just to be bound to or likely 

to fill, light and draw on a pipe, etc. in such and such conditions. 

The actualisations of "single-track" dispositions are nearly uniform. 

(CM, p. 43) 

Single-track dispositions possess no complexity in character. 

To be a cigarette smoker is to be in a "permanent proneness to smoke 

when I am not eating, sleeping, lecturing or attending funerals and 

have not quite recently been smoking." (CM, p. 43) Dispositions of 

this type are possessed both by people and things as well. When 

predicated of people, they often involve habits the exercise of which 

is spontaneous and done without heed or attention. Reflexes also 

belong to this group of dispositions. Other examples are the tendency 

to eat when hungry, and childrens* tendencies to cry when in pain, 
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when angry, or when unsatisfied, etc. 

Not all dispositions belong to this first group. There are 

dispositions of other types which are more complicated and 

sophisticated than those already mentioned. They can not be 

characterized in a definite way. An infinite series of categorical 

statements is required to indicate their nature. 

Ryle comments: 

There are many dispositions the 
actualizations of which can take a wide 
and perhaps unlimited variety of shapes; 
many disposition-concepts are determin¬ 
able concepts. When an object is des¬ 
cribed as hard, we do not mean only that 
it would resist deformation, give out a 
sharp sound if struck, that it would 
cause us pain if we came into sharp 
contact with it, that resilient objects 
would bounce off it, and so on in-, 
definitely. If we wished to unpack 
all that is conveyed in describing an 
animal as gregarious, we should 
similarly have to produce an infinite 
series of different hypothetical pro¬ 
positions. (CM. p, 44) 

VI 

Let me now summarize my exposition of the notion of a dis¬ 

position. Though many dispositional statements may appear to be 

categorical in form—e.g., "This sleeper knows French"—they are 

actually hypothetical in nature. This sort of example is to be un¬ 

packed into hypothetical statements such as "If he is addressed in 

French, he responds pertinently in French," "If he is shown any French 
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papers, he reads it aloud or translates it or explains what it is 

about," etc. Because they are equivalent to one or many hypothetical 

statements, dispositional statements can not be reports of any 

existing states or processes. To expect a dispositional word to 

denote some specific existing property is, according to Ryle, as 

mistaken as to expect the term "average rainfall" to denote some 

particular pot of water. Dispositional statements are "inference 

tickets" which enable us to move from one fact to another. If I know 

somebody to be vain, I am in the possession of an inference ticket 

which entitles me to infer that acts of boasting are likely to occur 

when that person is in the company of strangers. When a glass is 

said to be brittle, it does not mean that brittleness is a property 

secretly present in the glass. It only means that when the glass is 

hit with a stone, a certain event will take place, i.e., the glass 

will break into pieces. When a man is said to be vain, it means 

that he is prone to behave in certain ways under certain circumstances. 

So the general structure of a dispositional statement will look like 

this; given such and such, this and that would happen. Some dis¬ 

position sentences may require an indefinite number of hypothetical 

sentences to unpack them. 

We have been, so far, discussing disposition sentences and their 

various logical features. The evaluation of^Ryle1s use of the "Theory 

of Dispositions" to elucidate various mental concepts will be the 

subject of the final part of this thesis. 
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FOOTNOTES 

I use this term to refer to Ryle's general treatment of 
the mind-body problem. According to him, most mental concepts can 
be more or less explained in the light of dispositional concepts. 
There is nothing mysterious about dispositions. They refer to ways 
in which persons behave. Intelligence can be explained as a dis¬ 
position to behave in a certain way when specific situations arise. 
Most mental concepts can be explained along similar lines. 

^Richard I. Aaron, The Theory of Universals (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1962), pp. 168-169. 

3Ibid., pp. 170-171. 

4Ibid., p. 172. 
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CHAPTER III 

RYLE’S THEORY OF DISPOSITIONS 
DEFENDED AND EVALUATED 

I 

As I have noted in Chapter I, in his introduction to The Concept 

of Mind. Ryle declares that his aim in the book is not to "give new 

information about minds" (CM. p. 7). It is "not to increase what we 

know about minds" (CM, p. 7). Instead, his aim is "to rectify the 

logical geography of the knowledge which we already possess" (CM, p. 7). 

He thus seems to think that the rectification of the logical geography 

does not amount to a contribution to our knowledge of minds. But can 

a reader of The Concept of Mind accept these claims? 

The central aim of the book has been to destroy the Cartesian 

account of mental concepts and to replace it with a dispositional 

account. This is certainly presenting a new picture of mind. Much is 

said in the book about dispositions that is new and original. It is 

claimed that mental concepts can be explained in terms of dispositions 

and that all psychological terms are more or less dispositional in 

character. The central thesis of the book is that: 

To talk of a person's mind is not to talk 
of a repository which is permitted to house 
objects that something called ’the physical 
world' is forbidden to house; it is only 
to talk of the person's abilities, liabilities, 
and inclinations to do and undergo certain 
sorts of things and doing and undergoing 
of these things in the ordinary world. 

(CM, p. 199) 

33 
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Thus, it is denied that mind is a substance over and above the 

body. It is instead held to be dispositional in nature. To talk of 

"mind" is to talk in a highly abbreviated way of the complex of mental 

activities we both engage in and are disposed to engage in. A dis¬ 

position, however, is not a mysterious inner quality. It simply 

signifies a tendency for certain things to occur if certain conditions • 

are realized. As we noted, to say glass is brittle does not mean that 

brittleness is a property secretly present in the glass. It only 

means that when a certain situation obtains, for example, when the 

glass is hit with a stone, a certain event takes place, namely the 

glass breaks into pieces. And again, to say a man is vain does not 

mean that there is an inner element of vanity in him which he feels or 

experiences. It simply means that he is prone to behave in certain 

ways under specific circumstances. If, for example, he gets into the 

company of strangers, he is likely to act in ways designed to show 

his would-be prominence. Dispositional statements are not categorical 

reports of secret phenomena. These, thenrare Ryle's views as presented 

in Chapter II. 

II 

It thus appears incorrect to speak of dispositions as existing 

qualities, present in the mind. Yet, it also appears that we can not 

simply deny their existence either. In what sense, then, can dis¬ 

positions be said to exist? I see John drink coffee every morning. I 
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see the sugar being dropped into the coffee and watch it melt and 

disappear. Yet, in neither case do I see any dispositions. Is a 

disposition, then, something inferred, an X which we do not observe 

but which we suppose to be present in order to explain our experience? 

If it is an inferred existent of this type, it would appear to be 

transcendental in nature—necessary to explain our observations but 

unobservable in itself. 

Ryle says: 

Dispositional statements are neither reports 
of observed or observable states of affairs, 
nor yet reports of unobserved or unobservable 
states of affairs. They narrate no incidents. 

(CM, p. 125) 

What can be claimed to exist, according to Ryle, so far, are 

substances and processes. Dispositions are not substances since 

they are not observable in the way in which physical substances or 

physical processes are observable. Therefore, dispositions, if they 

do exist, must be non-physical. And the non-physical is mental. Ryle, 

however, has anticipated this type of argument against his position. 

He avoids suggested problems with his view by refusing to classify 

dispositions as observable or unobservable. It is simply that dis¬ 

positions are not the sort of thing which logically can be either 

observed or unobserved. 
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III 

Generally, when we explain a given occurrence by citing a 

disposition, we usually are taken to be claiming that the occurrence 

is in some way dué to the presence of some actual feature or quality. 

Naturally, the addicts of the superstition 
that all true indicative sentences either 
describe existences or report occurrences 
will demand that sentences such as 'This 
wire conducts electricity' or 'John Doe 
knows French' shall be construed as convey¬ 
ing factual information of the same type 
as that conveyed by 'this wire is conduct¬ 
ing electricity* and 'John Doe is speaking 
French.' How could the statements be true 
unless there were something now going on, 
even though going on, unfortunately, behind 
the scenes? (CM, p. 124) 

Thus, we are not to think of dispositions to act as extras 

which somehow exist over and above the action. The disposition or 

ability of John Doe to speak French, for example, is not an "extra" 

something possessed by John. It simply is his speaking French. We 

never say that John Doe has the ability to speak French unless he has 

spoken French. And in acknowledging his speaking, we acknowledge his 

ability. 

Ryle does not want us to think of dispositions as existing 

things. To say that John has a habit of having coffee every morning 

is only to say that when morning comes, John usually drinks coffee. 

To say that this lump of sugar is soluble, is to say that it would 

dissolve, if submerged anywhere at any time in water. Dispositional 
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statements, therefore, are not categorical reports of secret phenomena. 

Their import is hypothetical. 

This observation makes it clear that according to Ryle, 

though a dispositional statement may be categorical in grammatical 

form, it is actually hypothetical in meaning, since it must always 

be unpacked in terms of hypothetical statements. Because it is 

equivalent to one or many hypothetical statements, a dispositional 

statement can not be a report of existing states or processes. It 

is an "inference ticket" enabling us to move from one fact to 

another. If 1 know somebody is vain, I am in the possession of an 

inference ticket which entitles me to infer that he will boast on 

finding that he is in the company of strangers. 
t 

IV 

The above is, in brief, an account of Ryle's idea of dis¬ 

positions. By arguing that mental-conduct concepts are dispositional 

or hypothetical, he seems to think that he can remove the misconception 

that they refer to a certain existing entity called mind. This dis¬ 

positional treatment of mental concepts, however, raises a number 

of questions. 

First of all, why does Ryle think that dispositions involve 

only overt behavior? Why should "knowing French" refer only to such 

overt acts as replying in French, translating in one's own mother tongue, 

and so on? Why should it not also refer to a covert feeling of con¬ 

fidence in dealing with whatever is there in French? Why should "vanity" 
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seem to involve only the overt act of boasting? Why should it not 

also involve a private experience of annoyance when as we say, one’s 

vanity is "touched?" F. N. Sibley raises this sort of question as 

follows: ". . .he [Ryle] inclines to say that dispositional statements 

are not only hypotheticals about possible acts (which is true) but 

about (at least predominantly) overt acts. Why this emphasis on the 

overt?"^ E. C. Ewing expresses a similar qualm when he observes 

that a disposition may not be primarily "a disposition to behave 

in certain ways, but a disposition to have private experiences of 

2 
certain kinds." 

It is clear how Ryle might respond to these remarks. To speak 

of covert feelings of confidence, he would say, appears to suggest that 

secret inner place called "mind" which Ryle has cogently attacked 

throughout his book. To admit such feelings would seem to entail 

that there are two worlds, the mental and the physical. The mental 

would then house those feelings which would be unobservable by anyone 

other than the person who has them. The same would be true of vanity. 

If we thought that it could be a private experience of annoyance, we 

would seem to be committed to the existence of the ghost in the 

machine. But Ryle has convincingly done away with this doctrine. 

V 

There is, however, a further difficulty with analyzing mental 

concepts in terms of dispositions to perform certain overt actions. If 

vanity refers only to the tendency to do this and that, then on seeing 
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that somebody does just this and that, we would seem to be entitled 

to infer for certain that he is vain. But can we be so confident of 

such an inference? There is no contradiction involved in the assertion 

that a man does all that a vain man would do but still is not vain. 

He might be doing those things not from vanity but from some other 

motive. The same problem arises with the concept of "intelligence." 

Ryle thinks that intelligence is a disposition to do things in certain 

ways. He equates intelligence with a certain manner or procedure, so 

that if somebody is intelligent, he will act in that manner, and if he 

does act in that manner, he is intelligent. But there are cases in 

which this equivalence seems to break down. Somebody might be intelli¬ 

gent even though his performance is dull because of, say, shyness or 

stage fright. An intelligent student might do poorly on an 

examination. Conversely, somebody might do well at times even though 

he is not intelligent. His so-called intelligent performance may be 

due to chance or good fortune. 

Ryle seems to have a ready answer to these objections as well. 

It is true that there are cases like those cited above where a strict 

dispositional analysis seems to fail. If we look at Ryle's views more 

carefully, however, we will have a better understanding of how a dis¬ 

positional analysis is to be understood, and why these cases do not 

refute Ryle's position. 

To say that this sleeper knows French is to say that if, for 

example, he is ever addressed in French, or shown any French newspaper, 

he responds pertinently in French, acts appropriately, or translates 
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it correctly into his own tongue. This need not hold, however, in 

all circumstances. We would not withdraw our statement that a person 

knows French on finding that he did not respond pertinently when 

asleep, absent-minded, drunk, or in a panic; or on finding that he can 

not correctly translate highly technical treatises. We expect no 

more than that he will ordinarily cope pretty well with the majority 

of ordinary French-using and French-following tasks (CM, pp. 123- 

124). 

Therefore, to say of somebody that he knows French, is not 

merely to say that he will respond when spoken to in French. There 

are cases, as cited, where exceptions can be expected, as shyness 

and stage fright suggest. This also applies to saying that someone 

is intelligent. In general, what we mean when we say of someone that 

they know French, or are intelligent, or are vain, and so on, is 

that they will ordinarily behave in the ways which are normal for 

people so characterized. Here, it needs to be stressed that there 

is a wide variety of behavior connected with the various mental 

qualities we ascribe to people. There are various ways that intelli¬ 

gence can be shown. Some people may be shy or suffer from stage 

fright, and though this will prevent them from exhibiting intelligence 

in speech performances, it need not prevent them from exhibiting 

intelligence in writing. A child may be poor at solving mathematical 

problems, and he may do a bad job in grammar classes, yet still do 

very well in drawing. Such cases are familiar to us all. 

These cases help to show that acts done by chance are 
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distinguishable from those which entitle us to ascribe a disposition 

to someone even on Ryle's account. An act of the latter sort is one 

which is part of a larger pattern of behavior and which is done with a 

certain regularity. 

VI 

Another objection typically raised against Ryle is that he 

identifies a mental concept with the evidence for applying it. The 

objection is not without point, but it is not fair to Ryle, however, 

in the sense that it does not pay sufficient attention to the importance 

Ryle places on the wider context in which the action occurs. It is 

true that oftentimes Ryle identifies a mental concept with the actions 

of people to whom the concept applies. Yet, "action" here means more 

than the specific behavior which meets the eye. 

The cleverness of the clown may be exhibited in his tripping 

and tumbling. He trips and tumbles just as clumsy people do, except 

that he trips and tumbles on purpose, after much rehearsal, at the 

golden moment when children can see him, and so as not to hurt himself, 

etc. (CM, p. 33), 

The clown would not be called a clown if he did his tripping 

and tumbling for fun or out of drunkenness, without any audience or 

any intention to perform. A dreamer may dream up a hundred "plans" 

a day. Yet we would not say that he was planning. We call his 

"plans" dreams. The difference in terminology here points out that not 

all overtly similar pieces of behavior can be said to be the same 
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act. Thus, in deciding whether or not to apply a mental concept one 

needs to look not only at the observed behavior but also at the person 

who is acting, the situation in which he is acting, the way in which 

this particular behavior fits into the agent's overall pattern of 

behavior, etc. So, Ryle can not be accused of identifying mental 

activities with pieces of observed behavior alone. 

There is a reason why Ryle might want to identify the evidence 

on the basis of which we apply mental concepts with the meaning of 

those concepts. To separate the meaning from the evidence seems to 

suggest that there is something over and above the evidence itself. 

This seems to suggest the two-worlds theory according to which there 

are, on the one hand, things called the meanings of mental concepts 

which are unobservable to anyone, and on the other hand, there is the 

observable evidence on the basis of which these mental concepts are 

applied. The only way to avoid these suggestions is to in some way 

identify mental concepts with their behavioral manifestations. It is 

only through their activities that we come to know how people think, 

feel, and so on. We can tell, Ryle will say, the difference between 

the trippings and tumblings of the clown and those of the drunkard. 

We observe that the clown acts carefully and skillfully in the theatre 

while the drunkard acts unintelligently and without skill in the 

everyday world. 

The mistake to avoid here is that of supposing that the clown's 

skill and care are unobservable mental processes which accompany his 

tumblings. We learn of the clown's skill and care by watching him 
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practice and perform and not by inferring some hidden processes. 

VII 

There is also a standard objection to Ryle*s use of hypothetical 

3 
statements to unpack dispositional statements. , it is quite difficult 

to see how a categorical statement containing a disposition word can be 

unpacked into a series of hypothetical statements. The reason for this 

is that we do not know how many hypothetical statements will be required 

to express fully the meaning of such a dispositional statement. Ryle 

would agree that, obviously, the meaning of the statement "This sleeper 

knows French" can not be given by a small number of hypotheticals like 

"if he is ever addressed in French, or shown any French newspaper, he 

responds pertinently in French, acts appropriately or translates it 

correctly into his own tongue" (CM, p. 123). Nor can we say how many 

additional hypothetical statements are required to exhaust the meaning 

of the above categorical statement. Ryle thinks that the meaning of 

many dispositional statements Involves an Infinite number of hypothetical 

statements. He observes : 

When an object is described as hard, 
we do not mean only that it would resist 
deformation; we mean also that it would, 
for example, give out a sharp sound if 
struck, that it would cause us pain if 
we came into sharp contact with it, 
that resilient objects would bounce off 
it, and so on indefinitely. (CM, p. 44) 
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Likewise, when a man is said to be vain, we do not mean only 

that he tends to talk a lot about himself when in the company of 

others, we mean also that he cultivates the society of eminent persons, 

rejects criticism; and so on indefinitely. "To be vain is to tend to 

act in these and innumerable other kindred ways" (CM, p. 86). 

It seems to be the case that, for Ryle, the meaning of dis¬ 

positional statements is to be identified with an infinite series of 

hypothetical propositions. But could such a series ever be formulated? 

It might be argued that the original statement will always mean more 

than any list of hypothetical observation-statements, and a complete 

analysis of the categorical statements will remain logically impossible. 

Though we include all the anticipated exceptions in our analysis, some 

unexpected and hence unmentioned exceptions may well arise. 

How can we then accommodate such unexpected exceptions? How 

can we possibly be sure which exceptions belong to which mental concept? 

Before attempting to shed some light on this problem, we need to 

pay attention to a distinction Ryle makes. There are single-track 

dispositions and there are many-track dispositions. The former are 

manifested in one basic type of activity. For example, the disposition 

to smoke is shown in the activity of smoking. The latter always 

manifest themselves in diverse activities in different situations. Ryle 

illustrates these with the concept of "being a grocer." To be a grocer 

is to engage in a very wide variety of activities like selling sugar, 

weighing tea, wrapping butter, and so on. Similarly, "to be vain" or 
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"to be greedy" is to be disposed to perform a wide range of 

activities in various circumstances. Because, then, it is a report 

on a number of possible actions and reactions, a dispositional sen¬ 

tence containing a "mariy-track" dispositional word must be unpacked 

into a set or series of hypothetical observation-statements. The 

many-track dispositional words are, according to Ryle, "highly generic" 

or "determinable, " while the single-track words are "highly 

specific" or "determinate" (CM, p. 118). Many of the dispositions 

which we ascribe to human beings are "not single-track dispositions 

but dispositions the exercises of which are indefinitely heterogeneous" 

(CM, p. 44). Thus, much of what we say about human beings involves 

the use of "many-track" disposition words. 

It is the "highly generic" character of many-track dis¬ 

positions that make them especially problematic. Such dispositions are, 

according to Ryle, a genus having various different types of episodes 

as its species. But the question is, according to what principle 

is a series of episodes so different in character subsumed under a 

common genus? How, in the absence of a clear relationship among the 

various episodes, can they all be taken as instances of a common 

generic term? According to what rule can the diverse hypothetical 

propositions be grouped together? 

Ryle appears to be aware of these problems, for he groups 

clusters of hypothetical.statements under individual dispositional 

concepts, and speaks of these concepts as "inference tickets." These 
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"inference tickets" enable us to say, on noticing that Mr. Jones loves 

to talk about himself, that he is vain. We do not have to wait and 

witness his love of association with eminent persons, his rejection of 

any criticism, etc., to come to the conclusion that he is vain. We 

know what his next step will be because we have an "inference ticket." 

However, we do not have an "inference ticket" on 

noticing that Jones talks about himself. We must first have learned, 

or have been taught, how to apply a given mental concept to a certain 

individual. Then we can identify certain of Jones's activities 

with the traits which the mental concept designates. It is in this 

way that we come into possession of an "inference ticket." Ryle 

expresses this idea of how we can relate various hypothetical statements 

to one mental concept when he says: 

But in general the learning process goes 
the other way. We learn to make a number of 
dispositional statements about individuals 
before we learn laws stating general 
correlations between such statements. We 
find that some individuals are both oviparous 
and feathered, before we learn that any 
individual that is feathered is oviparous. 

(CM, p. 124) 

Ryle,can then explain how we can include so many different hypothetical 

statements under one mental concept. In the course of learning to use 

certain words in various situations, we finally come to understand how 

to use mental concepts and how to subsume various activities under one 

concept 
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VIII 

I will conclude this chapter by discussing some implications 

which Ryle’s treatment of mental concepts has for the way in which we 

think about minds. It will become clear that I think Ryle’s view 

recommends itself not only because it avoids undesirable features of 

other accounts, but also because it has considerable merit on its 

own. 

It is quite obvious that Ryle’s theory of dispositions is 

helpful in thinking about the "character of mind" and "the working 

of mind." This can be brought out with the help of one or two of 

Ryle’s own illustrations. Ryle holds that an intelligent activity 

is one which is the outcome of actualizing a skill or disposition. 

The shooting of a bull’s eye by a marksman is an example of intelligent 

activity. This implies that the marksman has the ability or the skill 

to do it "even if the wind strengthens, the range alters and the target 

moves" (CM, p. 45). 

A corollary of this point is that the same act of successful 

shooting by a novice may not be an intelligent activity because the 

novice is not able or disposed to do it under diverse circumstances. 

Here, what the ability or the disposition helps us to understand is 

the sense in which the marksman exhibits intelligence with respect to 

shooting in a way that the novice does not. The fact that the marksman 

was able to hit the target again and again while the novice was not, 
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does not mean that the marksman somehow "used his mind" by thinking, 

taking care, etc.; while the novice did not. Rather, the difference 

between them is marked by the fact that thinking and taking care re¬ 

sulted in success under diverse circumstances for the marksman, but 

not for the novice. At the same time the dispositional treatment of 

the concept of intelligence enables us to explain how the mind works. 

The marksman is able to do a better job because he has practiced until 

he has developed his skill well and is able to apply it in various 

circumstances. The novice, however, having shot only a few times, 

has no skill to apply since he has just started to learn how to shoot. 

Ryle's dispositional treatment of mental concepts thus gives a 

straight-forward account of what is involved in developing mental 

abilities. 

Through his analysis of mental concepts, Ryle has brought to 

our attention the various things we can and can not say about people's 

minds. To say that Jones is vain, is to say many things about him; 

that he loves to be praised, that he loves to be among eminent people, 

that he rejects criticism, etc. It is also to speak of Jones's 

character, what he likes, what he dislikes, and what kind of person he 

is. So to know that a given mental concept applies to a person is 

to know a great deal about him. We know something about what he has 

done, what he is like, and what he will do. What we do not know and 

what we have no need to know is what is going on in some private 

chamber 
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Ryle's dispositional theory appears to many people to make 

mental concepts refer too much to matters external to the agent. In 

saying what vanity is, Ryle talks about meeting strangers, being among 

prominent people, etc. This appears to make vanity a characteristic 

of social interaction rather than a quality of the agent himself. But 

Ryle's view does not imply this. To say that Jones is vain is to say that 

Jones has a certain tendency. This tendency is a property of Jones and 

not of his interactions with others. 

Recent psychological studies have shown that circumstances 

have a great influence on people's lives. A child who is brought up 

in the ghetto without much parental care or without access to any 

source of knowledge outside the school curriculum usually makes slower 

progress in learning than other children. Children from privileged 

backgrounds can afford to go to above average schools. Their "richer" 

home environment and their superior schooling enable such children to 

learn more in less time. Due in part to wider knowledge and in part to 

other factors, such children have a much better chance of getting into 

the "better" universities and enjoying whatever benefits follow from 

this. Now when "disadvantaged" children exhibit less intellectual 

ability than those who are "advantaged," Ryle's treatment of 

"intelligence" provides the very account of this that the facts seem 

to suggest. Their intelligence may be greater only in the sense that 

their environment has been conducive to their developing and perfecting 

various skills. It is especially noteworthy that Ryle's treatment of 
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"intelligence" removes any temptation to suppose that the "advantaged" 

children possess something called intelligence which the other 

children do not possess. 

IX 

To be vain is not, Ryle argues, to be in a certain state of 

mind. Yet, there are cases where vanity or hatred seem to be nothing 

more than a state of mind. Consider, for example, the case of Jones 

who hates his boss so much he sometimes wants to break his neck. Since 

it is the only sensible thing to do, however, he always acts as if he 

respects and likes his boss. How does Ryle's dispositional account of 

hatred fit this kind of case in which for all that we can see or 

observe Jones likes his boss very much? 

To answer this question we must first be clear about what 

Ryle denies and what he asserts. It is true that Ryle rejects any idea 

of mental concepts which treat him as referring to something going on 

"inside" peoples' minds. The metaphors "inside" and "outside" must 

not be taken literally. They produce a picture of two worlds completely - 

different from each other, one which is observable by the public and 

the other which is mysterious and unfathomable. Even If we reject 

the distinction between "inner" and "outer," however, we still need a 

way of understanding the case in which a person keeps his thoughts or 

his feelings private. 

What, then, is the contrast between "private" and "public" 
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experience? Does not this contrast carry the unwanted (for Ryle) 

implication that there exists an "inner" and an "outer" world? 

When Jones's son gets angry, or feels hatred toward his playmates, he 

is disposed to drive them out of his house, throw toys after them, 

scream at them, etc. Unlike his father, who feels a strong hatred 

toward his boss but can not show it, the son's hatred is highly visible. 

The hatred of Jones's son would seem to be public, while that of 

Jones would seem to be private. But as this case shows, private 

experiences or feelings are simply experiences that we do not want to 

share with others. Our reasons for wanting to keep the experience 

private may have to do with social etiquette, tradition, convenience, 

conventional manners, etc. Keeping "inner" experiences private requires 

a certain skill which can only be developed through training or prac¬ 

tice. Jones's son has neither the inclination nor the ability to 

hide his rage or anger. It requires repeated practice to learn how to 

keep one's thoughts and feelings to oneself. Jones is quite capable 

of making his thoughts and feelings public. It is often simply good 

manners that debar people from displaying what they feel, think, or 

experience. Thus, when we see what it is for someone to "keep private" 

their anger or hatred, we lose any temptation to suppose that the 

anger itself is a state of some unobservable entity. 
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X 

Ryle’s dispositional treatment of mind might seem to imply 

that human minds are nothing but sequences of actions, reactions, 

and other behavior. But a careful look at Ryle’s theory shows that 

there are, besides actions and reactions, ways of acting, habits, 

skills, reflexes, tendencies, and so on. Taking care is not a kind of 

action but a way of doing something else. Furthermore, Ryle's theory 

enables us to reject such questions as "how do mind and body interact 

or influence each other?" There are no separately functioning entities 

on Ryle's view. Human minds can not be classified as mental substances 

or as physical substances. To see that many mental concepts belong 

to the category of dispositional concepts is to see the category 

mistake involved in asking how mental occurrences can cause physical 

occurrences. 

Ryle’s theory points toward a better and more nearly adequate 

view of the human mind. This theory gives us a less misleading picture 

concerning what is involved in understanding both what other human 

beings are and what they may become. It singles out the right sort 

of basis for judging, criticizing, and complimenting other people. 

XI 

This thesis has been an attempt to understand and evaluate 

Ryle's effort to replace the Cartesian concept of mind with the theory 

of dispositions. In my second chapter, I elaborated upon the theory of 
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dispositions in some detail. In my third chapter, I defended Ryle's 

dispositional treatment of certain mental concepts against certain 

objections. I also tried to show how this dispositional account re¬ 

moves much of the mystery with which other accounts surround the 

workings of mind. There still remains many interesting points that need 

further study and discussion. Such study will be worth the effort it 

requires since Ryle is an acute and provocative philosopher who seems 

to be on the right track in dealing with the theory of mind. Ryle's 

attempt to "rectify the logical geography" (CM, p. 7) of our knowledge 

about human minds can be judged a qualified success. 
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FOOTNOTES 

^Frank Sibley, "A Theory of Mind,” Réviéw of Metaphysics, 
Vol. IV, No. 2 (December, 1950), p. 267. 

2 
A. C. Ewing, "Professor Ryle’s Attack on Dualism," 

Clarity Is Not Enough: Essays in Criticism of Linguistic Philosophy. 
Edited by H. D. Lewis. (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1963), 
p. 313. 

3 
Robert W. Burch, "Ryle on Dispositions and Hypotheticals," 

Rice University Studies (Summer 1972), Vol. 58, No. 3, pp. 51-57. 
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