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BOOK REVIEWS 

Soviet Union and Yugoslavia. The case
studies have a more or less similar struc
ture ; each starts with a description of 
natural conditions in the country under 
consideration, moves on to economic and 
environmental factors , and the insti
tutional framework, and ends with a dis
cussion of decision-making processes. 
Comecon and EEC environmental policies 
are also taken into account. 

Throughout the book there is a sense of 
concern that neither the market system 
nor the centrally planned system, as they 
stand, hold the answer as to how a 
balanced co-evolution between mankind 
and nature can be achieved alongside 
technological progress. A market 
economy induces artificial needs and does 
not always have the means of counter
acting the interests of the big producers of 
goods. Planned economies, as yet, have 
not introduced effective ecological criteria 
for the direction of new investments; 
existing incentives are inadequate to make 
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IN 1970, the Italian probability theorist 
Bruno de Finetti estimated that it would 
take 50 years, or a bit more, for the ideas 
he embraced to oust classical statistics and 
become established in both Europe and 
the United States. Lindley paraphrased 
him by saying that "we shall all be Baye
sian by 2020". Howson and Urbach here 
offer an approach to probability and 
statistics that differs in important ways 
from de Finetti 's (they countenance objec
tive physical probabilities , for example) 
but agrees on the main points . 

Fundamental to the book is the view 
that , because the truth values of scientific 
hypotheses cannot be discussed with 
certainty, they should not be discussed at 
all; the most we can do is to evaluate the 
probabilities, given the evidence we have, 
of the hypotheses we have . Objective 
relations between these probabilities are 
imposed by the probability axioms, but 
the values are inescapably subjective; they 
are personal degrees of belief. The adjust
ment of probabilities on the receipt of new 
evidence is called inference , though it 
does not involve a passage from premises 
to conclusion. It is held that the charac
teristic features of scientific method can 
be properly understood only in these 
probabilistic terms . 
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environmental decision-making preventive 
rather than following events. The conclu
sion, implied by the contributors, is that 
Europeans need a new attitude towards 
the natural world and the complex balance 
between man, production and nature. 

The book has some shortcomings. The 
quality of the case-studies is variable , 
some being more thorough and analytical 
than others. More cross-national com
parisons would have been helpful - the 
effectiveness of any one country's envi
ronmental policy has to be judged not 
only in its own terms but against that of 
others. Nonetheless, the book is a pioneer 
work of comparative analysis in environ
mental decision-making. As such, environ
mentalists and administrators, as well as 
the large numbers of the public now taking 
a keen interest in ecological matters, will 
find it illuminating reading. 0 
Nansen Behar is in the Institute for Contem
porary Social Studies, Bulgarian Academy of 
Sciences, 1635 Sofia, Bulgaria. 

In some cases - the explanation (p. 81) 
of the effect of refutations - the prob
abilistic gloss seems not exactly wrong, 
just silly. In others - the assertion (p. 
110) that the only methodologically bad 
thing about ad hoc tinkering is that the 
resulting hypotheses have low probabili
ties - what is said is just wrong. But the 
main problem with Howson and Urbach 's 
book is that it fails to make a scrap of sense 
of scientific activity itself. If only the prob
abilities of our theories matter, and not 
their truth or falsity , and if there is no 
sense in which an earlier state of know
ledge (a prior probability distribution) is 
less correct than a later one (a posterior 
distribution), it is a mystery why experi
ments are ever conducted, or hypotheses 
submitted to test. This well-known objec
tion (originally made by A. J. Ayer) is not 
faced by Howson and Urbach; and the 
well-known response to it (by I. J. Good), 
that a search for new evidence can some
times be justified as an attempt to maxi
mize expected utility, is inapplicable , as in 
the bayesian picture of theoretical science 
no action follows on the receipt of new 
evidence and , indeed, there are no utilities. 
Of course, one could say (as the authors 
fleetingly suggest) that the point of empiri
cal research is to raise (and so , necessarily , 
in some cases to lower) probabilities. That 
would be to concede that bayesian ism does 
not explain scientific method. 

As well as promulgating their variant of 
bayesianism , Howson and Urbach offer 
forthright criticisms of other theories of 
science - particularly those of Popper, 
Carnap, Fisher and other non-bayesian 
statisticians. Some of these criticisms -
for instance, that many procedures of clas
sical statistics are forced to rely on judge
ments that are not obviously objective -
are familiar. Others are shockingly in-

adequate: readers must not expect to find 
in section 1.1, entitled "Popper's Attempt 
to Solve the Problem of Induction", a fair 
description, let along a fair criticism, of 
Popper's solution of the problem of induc
tion. The authors would have done well 
too to have been more candid about 
bayesianism's abdication of interest in 
matters of truth and falsity. For example , 
they criticize the classical theory of 
significance tests for sometimes issuing 
contradictory instructions on whether or 
not to reject the null hypothesis (p. 132) ; 
what they do not take the trouble to say 
explicitly is that the bayesian solution 
involves giving no advice of any kind. 

Perhaps the most dislikeable aspect of 
this book is the way in which the authors 
fail to direct against their own doctrines 
lines of criticism that they unsympathetic
ally (and often inexpertly) direct against 
others. For example , Popper's demand 
that hypotheses admitted to science be 
empirically falsifiable, for example, is dis
missed on the childish grounds that "an 
observation can only falsify a theory (that 
is , conclusively demonstrate its falsity) if it 
is itself conclusively certain", which state
ments based on evidence never are (p. 
93) . But when the question arises of how 
bayesians cope with inconclusive evidence 
(p. 287), it transpires that all the treating 
of a statement as evidential means "is that 
the agent takes .. [it] to be true in the light 
of his current experience", a decision in 
principle revisable. This sane advice does 
not differ much from what Popper pro
posed in 1934. 1 find it clear enough . But it 
must be incomprehensible to those who 
confess that "it is difficult to understand 
what opponents of the bayesian approach 
could have in mind when they talk of 
theories being 'accepted' or 'retained ' , or 
'put forward' . .. " (p. 106) and even (in 
the course of a criticism of Neyman
Pearson theory) devote a subsection to 
showing that they do not appreciate the 
distinction between accepting a hypothesis 
as true and accepting it as definitely true. 

The book ends with a chapter that res
ponds to a dozen or so of the purportedly 
most important objections to the bayesian 
position (but not those raised above). I 
can only report that, although a few good 
points are made, I found these responses 
tendentious , evasive, needlessly rhetoric
al , and in not one case satisfactory. 

De Finetti's forecast of the eventual 
dominance of bayesian teaching was , 
remarkably, unqualified by any probabi
listic hedge. Let us hope that -probable 
or not - the prediction turns out to be 
wildly incorrect. The appearance of this 
book warns us not to assume complacently 
that a philosophy of science so dreary and 
unenlightening cannot be adopted and 
enthusiastically advocated. D 
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