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Term: Probability
Quote: As Locke says, the probable argument is “such as for the most part carries truth

with it.”

According  to  this,  that  real  and  sensible  difference  between  one  degree  of
probability and another, in which the meaning of the distinction lies, is that in
the  frequent  employment  of  two  different  modes  of  inference,  one  will  carry
truth with it oftener than the other. It is evident that this is the only difference
there is in the existing fact. Having certain premisses, a man draws a certain
conclusion, and as far as this inference alone is concerned the only possible
practical  question  is  whether  that  conclusion  is  true  or  not,  and  between
existence and non-existence there is no middle term. [—] For we found that the
distinction  of  reality  and  fiction  depends  on  the  supposition  that  sufficient
investigation would cause one opinion to be universally received and all others
to be rejected. That presupposition, involved in the very conceptions of reality
and figment, involves a complete sundering of the two. It is the heaven-and-hell
idea in the domain of thought. But, in the long run, there is a real fact which
corresponds to the idea of probability, and it is that a given mode of inference
sometimes proves successful and sometimes not, and that in a ratio ultimately
fixed. As we go on drawing inference after inference of the given kind, during
the first ten or hundred cases the ratio of successes may be expected to show
considerable fluctuations;  but when we come into the thousands and millions,
these fluctuations  become less  and less;  and if  we continue long enough,  the
ratio  will  approximate  toward  a  fixed  limit.  We  may,  therefore,  define  the
probability of a mode of argument as the proportion of cases in which it carries
truth with it.
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