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Someone who can interpret an utterance of the English sentence “The gun =l
is loaded” must have many beliefs, and these beliefs must be much like the R
beliefs someone must have if he entertains the thought that the gun is
loaded. The interpreter must, we may suppose, believe that a gun is a
weapon, and that it is a more or less enduring physical object. There is
probably no definite list of things that must be believed by someone who
understands the sentence “The gun is loaded,” but it is necessary that there
be endless interlocked beliefs . . . We can . . . take it as given that most
beliefs are correct. The reason for this is that a belief is identified by its
location in a pattern of beliefs; it is this pattern that determines the subject
matter of the belief, what the belief is about, Before some object in, or
aspect of, the world can become part of the subject matter of a belief (txue
. or false) there must be endless true beliefs about the subject matter. False
| beliefs tend to undermine the identification of the subject matter; to under-
| mine, therefore, the validity of a description of the belief as being about
~ that snbject. And so, in turn, false beliefs undermine the claim that a con-
i mected belief is false. To take an example, how clear are we that the an-
. cients—some ancients—believed thar the earth was flat? This earth? Well,
this earth of ours is part of the solar system, a system partly identified by
. the fact that it is a gaggle of large, cool, solid bodies circling around a very
. large, hot star, If someone believes 7071e of this about the earth, is it certain
that it is the earth that he is thinking about? An answer is not called for.
" The point is made if this kind of consideration of related beliefs can shake
. one’s confidence that the ancients believed the earth was flat. It isn’t that
any one false belief necessarily destroys our ability to identify further be-
- liefs, but that the intelligibility of such identifications must depend on a
background of largely unmenrioned and unquestioned true beliefs . . . What
makes interpretation possible, then, is the fact that we can dismiss a priori
the chance of massive error. A theory of interpretation cannot be correct
that makes a man assent to very many false sentences: it must generally be
the case that a sentence is true when a speaker holds it to be. So far as it
goes, it is in favor of a method of interpretation that it counts a sentence
true just when the speaker holds it to be true. But of course, the speaker
may be wrong; and so may the interpreter. So in the end what must be
counted in favor of a method of interpretation is that it puts the interpreter
in general agreement with the speaker.
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At a certain moment yesterday evening I coughed and at a certain moment yesterday
evening I went to bed. It was therefore true on Saturday that on Sunday I would cough
at one moment and go to bed at the other. Indeed, it was true a thousand years ago that (&
at certain moments on a certain Sunday a thousand years later I should cough and go

to bed. But if it was true beforehand — forever beforehand — that I was to cough and

g0 to bed at those two moments on Sunday, 25 January 1953, then it was impossible

for me not to do so. There would be a contradiction in the joint assertion that it was

true that I would do something at a certain time and that I did not do it. This argument

is perfectly general.... So nothing that does occur could have been helped and nothing
that has not actually been done could possibly have been done.
-- G. Ryle, Dilemmas, p. 15.
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