Chapter 16

Why Bother with Reflective Equilibrium?

Michael R. DePaul

A Short Dialogue

Imagine I am sitting in a bar, in fact, that I am belly up to the bar. It is not the
sort of pub one finds around a university—filled with academic types. It is an or-
dinary joint, filled with ordinary folks. If I strike up a conversation with the per-
son beside me, at some point I'll probably be asked—

Friend: What do you do?
Me: I teach at the university.

(I have always envied colleagues from other disciplines who can dispense with
this evasion: “I'm a chemist,” “I’'m a psychologist,” or even “I’m an historian,”
might pass, but can you imagine coming right out with “I’'m a philosopher.”)

Friend: Oh! What do you teach?
(My evasion never does much good.)
Me: Philosophy.

(I cringe whenever I say this, since God only knows what ordinary folks think of
when they hear “philosophy.” As I say it I cannot help thinking of the sorts of
books stacked on the “Philosophy” shelf in American shopping mall bookstores.
But today I am lucky. I have struck up a conversation with someone who has no
preconceptions at all, so a simple request for clarification follows. Historical
figures are a safe bet, so I mention some of the usual suspects: Plato, Aristotle,
Descartes, Kant, and, to end up with a name that might ring a bell with a myste-
rious and profound tone, Wittgenstein. Such names are enough to scare most
people off. But not everyone! Today I am rot so lucky. I am asked what sort of
things these people wrote about.)

Me: Philosophers are interested in very fundamental questions, for example:
What is it to know something? What, if anything, can we know? Is ev-
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erything that happens caused? What is it for one thing to cause another?
What sort of life is best for a human being? What is the nature of
virtue? Of moral obligation? And so on.

(Ethics is a lot closer to home than metaphysics or epistemology, m:.a .comao?
even in these secular times, most people have been SGOmon._ to R:m_o.cm ap-
proaches to moral questions, so it is a good bet the conversation will strike off

in that direction.)

Friend: Now I understand—philosophy is like religion. You mE.&\ the Bible and
perhaps other religions, sacred texts, the Bhagavadgita, . . . What do
you think about reincarnation?

(I can only take so much, even when pacified by beer!)

Me: That just isn’t right! Philosophers do not approach these .n:%mo:m as
religion does. We do not rely upon sacred texts or the teachings of some

church.
Friend: But then how do philosophers go about answering these questions?

(I am afraid the prospects for an honest answer to this m:omaos are grim! [ be-
lieve the method of reflective equilibrium, first aomozcw\a and ma.<088a by
Nelson Goodman (1965) and further developed and mmv:.oﬁ_ to oz.:om by .._og
Rawls (1971, 1974), describes the approach the vast majority of mr:Omov:oa in
fact follow. More importantly, it provides an o:o::.ocm_w :.5:0::& angwer—in
my opinion, close to a correct answer—to the more interesting and vr:ﬁov:ﬁ&
question: How should we conduct philosophical :EEJ\.V But can you imagine
trying to explain and justify this method to your ordinary Jane or Joe who has
been pounding nails or tightening nuts all day?)

Me: Let me try to explain. I'll use moral theory as an example, but remem-
ber that philosophical inquiry into other matters, mo.n nxmBEm, knowl-
edge, causation, reference, or the nature of belief, is m:::m:v.\ oosncor&.
The philosopher must begin her inquiry nomma&:m. morality with S.o
moral beliefs she happens to have, such as, beliefs about irmﬂ is
morally good, which acts are right wna. wrong, or about ico: guilt is
appropriate. Some of her judgments will concern on.m_ things or ac-
tions, but others will be about imaginary or hypothetical cases, such
as, actions performed by the characters in m.Eoio or novel. And some
of her judgments will concern mo:oaw_.vl:o_v_nm, for wxmav_n. m:o. will
likely judge that two actions cannot differ Eo:.y:w without also differ-
ing in some relevant nonmoral feature. The v.r:o.mo_usﬂ then attempts
to eliminate any beliefs or judgments formed in m:o:BmS:oom :;:. ob-
viously make error likely, such as, when she is ignorant of potentially
relevant facts or her personal interest is somehow at stake. .

Her next task is to construct a “theory” that accounts for the remain-
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ing judgments: her “c ” judgments. In attempting to construct
this theory the philosopher’s considered judgments do not function as a
scientist’s data is commonly thought to function, for the philosopher
seeks to bring her considered judgments into balance with a theory via a

process of mutual adjustment to both_her theory and her _considered
judgments. Here’s what I mean: Suppose that, after she has a good start
on an acceptable theory, that is to say, she has constructed a theory that
accounts for a wide range of her considered judgments, the philosopher
discovers that this promising theory is in conflict with some of her
other considered judgments. The philosopher is not bound to revise > the
theory so that it accords with these judgments. Rather, she must at-

...m‘ .....

fempt to determine, via further reflection, whether it is the theory or the

judgments that, all things considered, she finds more likely to be true,

mbsm.mm.o:&.«.wm&%@n:o?wooo,_.&:mq.ﬁ..&ooommao_aa _.camaoammrmﬁ
conflict with her provisional theory are very firmly held and seem to her
to be central to her system of moral beliefs, and her reflections do not
reveal that these judgments are involved in further conflicts, then it will
be the theory that she will have to revise. But if the theory nicely ac-
counts for all her most central and most confidently made considered
judgments, and she finds it intuitively attractive on its own, and it
seems to her to reveal the deep nature of moral obligation, and perhaps,
in addition, the judgments with which this theory conflicts concern un-
usual cases, then it is the judgments that the philosopher will revise.
And se-we see that in_her_effort ta_con coherent system of “moral
Jjudgments and theoretical principles that account for these judgments
neither particular judgment nor theoretical principle is always f .
Whenever.conflicts emerge, the philosopher must refiect on the connec-
tions among.her.beliefs. and.determine what to revise o is-of
what, all things considered, seems to her most likely to be correct.
Even if the philosopher manages to bring her considered judgments
and moral theory into a state of balance or equilibrium via such a pro-
cess of mutual adjustment, her work will not be finished. The philoso-
pher must seek an even wider equilibrium. She must also consider the
connections between her moral beliefs and principles and the other sorts
of beliefs, principles and theories she accepts or rejects. This process
was in fact already begun when the philosopher filtered out initial moral
beliefs that were formed in circumstances that she is confident entail a
high risk of error. When she filtered out these judgments she was
merely revising moral beliefs that flagrantly conflict with firmly al-
though perhaps tacitly held epistemic principles. This process can be
carried further. As the philosopher works out a more and more complete
system of moral beliefs, she will obviously wish to see to it that this
system of beliefs attains an appropriately high epistemic status. She
must, in effect, see to it that her moral beliefs and the epistemic princi-
ples she accepts are coherent. In addition, in order to bring her epistemic
principles to bear upon her moral beliefs, she will almost certainly also
need to consider various beliefs about moral beliefs, such as, beliefs
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about the circumstances in which her moral beliefs were formed, the
factors that effect a person’s moral judgments, the incompatible moral
judgments made by others, and so on. As a result an even wider range
of beliefs will be brought into play, some of which will likely lead to
other areas of controversy. For example, consideration of the fact that
other people make different moral judgments naturally leads to anthro-
pological, sociological, and historical studies of different cultures and
the debates about relativism and cultural diversity. Once again, how-
ever, the philosopher must seek a coherent system of belief by a pro-
cess of mutual adjustment—neither moral nor epistemic beliefs nor any
of the other beliefs that come into play are granted a privileged status.
Thus, for example, if a central, well-established, and intuitively
plausible epistemic principle entails that some range of moral judg-
ments are unjustified or irrational, then the philosopher will have to
eliminate these moral judgments. But if a tentative epistemic principle
yields a similar negative evaluation of central, firmly held moral judg-
ments, then it will be the epistemic principles that will have to be re-
vised. After all, the epistemic principles will themselves have been de-
veloped via a similar reflective process, and so will have @nQ.._ cmmo.a in
part upon considered judgments about whether beliefs formed in various
circumstances would be rational or justified, and the philosopher may
discover upon reflection that she is not as confident of these epistemic
judgments as she is of the moral judgments with which, by way of
epistemic principles, they conflict. Hence, whenever she encounters a
conflict or incoherence within her system of beliefs, the philosopher
must consider the conflicting beliefs, the logical and epistemic relations
between these beliefs and the other propositions she accepts or rejects,
and revise on the basis of what comes to seem likely to be true as a re-
sult of her reflections.

It is not too hard to see that there can be conflicts between moral be-
liefs and other types of beliefs as well. For example, metaphysical theo-
ries about the nature of persons or about what sorts of entities are onto-
logically respectable may well bear upon moral beliefs, as could various
psychological theories, for example, regarding the nature of madness, Or
sociological theories, for example, about the role a moral theory must
play in society. The important point is that So.er_OmomsQ moowm. to
construct an ever more comprehensive system of beliefs and 1o bring

e e 2

these beliefs into equilibrium via 2 process-of-mutual.adjustment.

(This description of the philosopher’s method is quite a mouthful, but, to put
things backwards, supposing my friend managed to digest it all, he would proba-
bly refuse to swallow it! The grounds for refusal are familiar.)

Friend: Now I really am confused, or perhaps I should say astonished. I suppose
I shouldn’t be surprised to discover that philosophers don’t do anything

but think about things, that they don’t pour over historical documents,
nnndint ouevaue mala nhceruatinne nf natnral nhenomena in the field.
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wolqo:: experiments, or worry over complex calculations. B is re-
ally is a bit much! If what you say is :%o. the accounts Emw”uﬁ__wmﬁ-
phers end up advancing, in your example an account of morality—an
account that you have grandiosly labeled a “theory”!— apparently are
Q.:_R.E determined by nothing more than the philosopher’s own intu-
itive Eamaoza. Isn’t it really quite a scandal that people who employ
this frivolous method are paid good money to hold positions at the best
oo__ome. and —.=:<onmEom, and that the results they obtain are published
by legitimate journals and presses, and that generations of students have
c.oo: forced to take courses taught by these people in which they must
first buy and then study these books? It seems to me the philosophers
:.m<o. put one over on us. What excuse could there possibly be for inves-
tigating such obviously important matters as morality and the other
topics addressed by philosophy in such a self-absorbed and self-indul-

gent Ew.::nl It’s no wonder nobody cares, or far that matter knows
what philosophers have to say. .

Dead Ends

mo.mona L try to answer the question my level headed interlocutor has posed, I am
going to be somewhat high-handed in this section and describe, without .B:o:
argument, gi I think we can expect the method of reflective equilibrium to
46:9 .H.E.oo mportant claims about what we cannot expect the method of reflec-
:_<o equilibrium to do for us will emerge. If these claims are correct, they fore-
W Mﬂmﬂomo%om %am cﬂ.w.ﬁo& obvious routes one might want to take in defending this
H..ﬂ.m. begin with a description of what, in essence, the method of reflective
3:.:&::5 &.Roa the philosopher to do: (i) to reflect upon her. beliefs and the
,_ﬁom_mmw mwn evidential interconnections among _her _beliefs, ac. to ﬁ.hw to_construct
@nwmno.h " that are intuitively appealing.on.their own and that account fo <mam=m
categories oﬁw.nmomw, for example, judgments about right and wrong onmmmmismo
E&Wﬂnﬁm. or judgments regarding what refers to what, and (iii)_to _.mmo?o such
;obb?b?ﬁ are uncovered in the course of these reflections 2.d ef orts,at theor,
construction on the basis of what comes to seem most likely to be correct.as M
result of M:= further reflection. (For a more complete and systematic description
Ol rellective equilibrium see Daniels 1979 or DePaul 1993: ch. 1.)! It is no moim
that since, as this decription makes clear, the entire process is guided by nothin
more than the inquirer’s own beliefs, Jjudgments, and what seems to the :5::.%
to be correct upon reflection, given enough screwy initial beliefs and unusual
Judgments m.voE how to resolve conflicts, an inquirer could end up accepting just
ng anything in reflective equilibrium. Hence, my first and least controversial
o_m:.s. about what reflective equilibrium cannot do: (1) The method o reflective
3:5.\3.5: rovid arantee that it will lead inquirers to tr efsl
It is not, however, all that casy to accept any old screwy thing in reflective

Ba_mcaca.ﬂoaomoo:oB:m;oi:::ﬁ i j
0 make suitabl
throughont ane’c antire cvctam ~f r>:>h;m [SBEREPRES : v\.mn.u_.oi.v\ magzmgﬂbﬂm
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very often find people who have a coherent but wacky system of beliefs. When
we discover someone who holds some bizarre belief, what we usually find is that
she also holds, or is disposed to accept, other more “normal” beliefs that we can
use to persuade her to revise her strange belief. This is to say, what wg usually
find is that people.who held screwy beliefs have not reached.a point of reflective
_equilibriym, and that they generally can be forced to revise their screwy beliefs in
order to bring their beliefs into reflective equilibrium. Hence, one might hope to
show that the method of reflective equilibrjum is “reliable” even though it can-
not guarantee the truth to every inquirer. However, although we admittedly do
not often encounter people with coherent but totally bizarre systems of belief,
we do not actually need to find such people to have good reason to suspect that
the method of reflective equilibrium is not generally reliable. All we need is a
sufficient amount of difference of (perfectly nonscrewy) opinion. It is safe to say
that philosophers and other thinkers who have addressed similar questions
throughout the ages have in fact employed something at least very much like the
method of reflective equilibrium. Hence, I think we can safely take the various
views about morality, God, how society should be structured, the nature of hu-
man persons, beauty, and so forth that have been propounded in one way or an-
other by philosophers, religious and political leaders, novelists, poets, artists,
and so on, to provide a fair indication of what sorts of views a person can accept
in reflective equilibrium. And we find plenty of sufficiently great difference of
opinion here for it to be a very safe bet that (2) The.methad of reflective equilib-
rium will.not even reliably lead inquirers to the truth® .

One might, of course, say the same sorts of things about deductive argu-
ments. Given strange enough premises, you can construct a deductively valid ar-
gument for any bizarre conclusion you pick. And even ignoring this sort of mere
possibility of screwy conclusions being derived by deductive arguments, contrary
views have actually been advanced by serious thinkers as the conclusions of de-
ductive arguments often enough for one to argue, in the way I have regarding re-
flective equilibrium, that deductive arguments will not reliably lead all inquirers
to the truth. But of course that is neither here nor there. The interesting thing
about deductive arguments is that they are perfectly reliable conditionally, that
is, given true premises, they yield true conclusions. Similarly, one might claim
that the method of reflective equilibrium is to some degree conditionally reliable.
Perhaps it is too much to expect that this method is perfectly conditionally reli-
able like deduction, but perhaps it might have the sort of conditional reliability
we think inductive arguments have: given true premises the conclusions

arguments are very probably true. Thus, while reflective equilibrium may not be
able to guarantee that it will lead every inquirer to the truth, nor even that it will
lead the majority of inquirers to the truth, it may be asserted that it will reliably
lead the rights sorts of inquirers to the truth, that is, inquirers whose intuitive
judgments, both in forming beliefs initially and about the resolution of con-
flicts, are true. I think this is true enough, and I suppose it is worth taking note
of that fact. Unfortunately, it will not help answer the question posed above in
the absence of some reason for thinking that our intuitive judgments are true.
But if ‘our’ here refers to “us philosophers,” our all to obvious differences of

indinnta that Ane intnitiva indamante ara nat all trna Qn it
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%zmm_maamnwa i% would need some way of picking out those of us whose intu-
o cx_m an .omo:w we ooc._a say for whom the method of reflective equilibrium
&M«cﬂ w“ ; :aocw:o.m_.v\ 1s not very likely we will manage to pull that off
€ad of talking about truth, we should try t ..
above in terms of justification. B , e )
bove - But we had better first pin down j
; term 1on. ust what
h. WMMWWMM%:E_Mm%vuomoa to a:z:owﬁ here. We can initially locate the o_osooE of
at has received the most attention from epi i
justi . st atten pistemologists by factor-
Mm z_h %_MH of __Soé_oamn..ﬂnoi_oamo is justified true belief plus (some mowEﬂo de-
SWB l'to ﬁc e out Gettier nBEoBmy hence, justification, in this sense of the
e w _M._ Hm :ﬂm_ﬁﬂ a HEM Wo:ow plus must have in order to count as knowledge.4
1al class of theories seeks to account for justification i .
liability (see, Goldman 1979, 198 e very e
i , 6). Moreover, even ver
. : 79, . R y many of those
M”_ﬁ_%movwﬂm. who reject reliability theories still hold that .Emamom:%g must be
4 ooaa:oio (Alston 1985; BonJour 1985). If these philosophers are correct
; e Mo%m_ erations adduced above seem to indicate that the method of qoaoo%m
: %m—mmoMcMmeMM_ not ﬂww.a all or even most philosophers to form beliefs that are
3 urse, it 1s not universally agreed that justification i
EEE v, perhom it i oy oo . hat justification is truth con-
; istake to think that it is. If we f
conduciveness and attend to the variou i usification. e tyae o n
s theories of justification, one t
. . . e of the-
MMWd wn_mawoﬂv be SH_MM-Bmao for defending the method of reflective oﬁw\_w:caca
s erence theories. However, the fit here is sim .
: ! I, the ply too good. No one
Mo_m_: the owsmonnm about nonoo:.é equilibrium we are out to ma&ommm will be satis-
jied ﬂ%%%: M._ﬂm told EN_: mw\mo_océ equilibrium is guaranteed to yield Jjustified be-
¢ sequel this claim is defended by appeal to a ¢
liefs whe: . oherence theory of
Justification. Their concerns about reflectiv. it ill si -
fi . Th ¢ equilibrium will simpl
familiar objections to cohere i justifi . without sot.
. nce theories of justification. Finall i
ting involved in the various debates ab istomie A
1g inve out the nature of epistemic justificati
think it is safe to say that even if justification oot s
n if justification is not truth conducive, it is i
. fe to say the . j cive, itisin a
Mmﬂwmswwmﬂmmmmmwhwﬂ_“<o. One’s beliefs must satisfy certain objective standards to
- 1here are certain sorts of fallacious patterns of inf;
no matter what sort of rationalization or “justificati inquiresg s
. Justification” the inquirer might be
w%m_m mmaommmmwmm. m%« :m_=m~9mnw these patterns of inference simply omn:oﬁmio_a
- (1he gambler’s fallacy and hasty generalizatio i
amples of such fallacies.) But unfort oSt et
. unately the coherence ints i
by reflective equilibrium are n icl iy i e
ot sufficient to guarantee that any inqui
. . : . y inquirer employ-
“_z,mw the ﬁﬂr,oa will moooE.o:E correct epistemic standards. Hence, since n%now.
e BE:_ rium does require an inquirer to live up to his or her own standards
ENSEMNH e mﬁmza.mam E.mm E.w or she accepts in reflective equilibrium, (3) ER.
i od of reflective equilibrium cannot be counted on to-yield justified beliefs.5

Rationality, Reflective Equilibrium, and
Alternative Methods

(I'keep hearing what my friend from the bar might say.)

Friend: Am T miccine amcenaal:
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this reflective equilibrium business? The idea was for you to explain
why you’re in favor of it.

The fundamental reason I am in favor of “this reflective equilibrium business”
can be stated easily enough: Any other approach to philosophical inquiry is irra-
tional. But this claim on behalf of reflective equilibrium obviously requires a lot
of explanation and not a little justification before it will count for more than
name calling. First, although rationality is still esteemed in most (although not
all) circles, and it might even be generally (although not universally) agreed that
philosophical inquiry must be rational, the term ‘rationality’ is used by different
people in so many different senses that it would be nice if I explained how I am
using it. Second, given that there are many conceptions of rationality floating
about, I ought to explain why rationality, as I conceive of it, is an especially
good thing. I might as well warn in advance that once you begin to understand
how I think of rationality you will probably feel the need for an explanation of

why rationality is valuable to be more pressing than you do now, when you are
free to think of it in your own favorite way. Third, 1 obviously cannot simply
claim that all alternatives to reflective equilibrium are irrational. I had better do
something in the way of convincing you of this claim.
Having raised these three issues, I am going to explicitly focus on only one

of them and hope my views regarding the other two become apparent along the
way. I will argue that any method of philosophical inquiry that is an alternative
to reflective equilibrium is irrational. If all goes well, along the way you will
pick up a pretty good idea of the conception of rationality I am working with,
even though I will not present an explicit account or analysis. Also, I hope that

by portraying clearly exactly what one must do to deviate from reflective equilib-

rium and how such a deviation is irrational, it will become clear what is wrong

with such irrationality, and perhaps begin to become clear why one might value

the corresponding sort of rationality.
Friend So! Are you going to explain why any alternative to reflective equilib-
rium must be irrational or not?

Well, think very abstractly of what the method of reflective equilibrium rec-
ommends and then ask yourself how a method of philosophical inquiry would
have to look to be a genuine alternative to reflective equilibrium. From one pet-
spective, reflective equilibrium seems to direct the inquirer simply to take her
judgments about something, for example, knowledge, right and wrong, of the
nature of belief, and attempt to construct a “theory” that accounts for these
judgments. When one views reflective equilibrium from this perspective it is
easy to conceive of alternative methods, and alternatives that are obviously
preferable at that! But this perspective on reflective equilibrium does not afford
us a fair view, for the method does not direct the inquirer simply to construct a
theory that accounts for her initial intuitive judgments. Most centrally, the
method directs the inquirer to do two things as she attempts to construct a philo-

sophical theory:
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49) Reflect u i . -
‘ pon the logical and evidenti i
il e pon evidential relations that h ini
et Mh”_%%ﬂ_:o:a and the other beliefs and anMM wmno,ﬂon: e
gments and the emerging theory she is oonmc.coﬂuovﬁw it
ng to ac-

count for them, bet i
. ) ween this emergin
ground beliefs or theories she mooovam m:ma "m:% Mw\ and any relevant back-

among beliefs, resolve i
’ the conflict b isi .
comes to seem . Yy revising beliefs j
after taking Eﬁonhmwwrwn_v\ to be correct upon thorough 3_%0%“ smw that
unt everything she believes that might be Bﬂ. e Lt
evant,

Abandoning Reflection

I'am not sure I re
ally need to co
not to think, but h mment on (A), since it is just irecti
surely be a strange Mwwmmo” mo\wa method” of inquiry Eoo_nvohmw_mﬁ M_%:MQ:_M
constitute a possible meth » S0 strange that it is doubtful e
; ! od of phil N ul whether it would
might direct the ingui ; philosophical inquiry at all
; A, quirer simply to belj y at all. Such a “method”
without thinkin Py to believe whatever sh
B g things over at all incli er she happens to beli
stitutes a at all. I'am inclined to thi ; ieve,
good reason for calling the method :imao:ﬂ_:._.n HM.MMMH_M m_ﬂm& s
; on, it is terri-

bly improbable th inqui
at an inquirer followin
any very coherent or systematic view or mmomo.muor & s zouldiond et

theoretical accounts philosophers seek.6 It w

ing it any thought,

:Bmm:;noa
Em:maox .
of method we are imaninin. . So0ratng here, but notice that to follow the sort
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“ ” di , for
here embodied in the account or theory the io:._oa a:noww: mu:ﬂ Mmammwmmﬁo \_,o-
absolutely no reason. To have a reason for doing so one sw uld have had toeg
flect at least enough to uncover the nommo_r E.a at _omﬂ 8% mw mmm: e e
trusted the results of one’s own _dnoo:os,..agm was w & iﬁ . ww e
by calling the authority “wholly external.” The inquirer is no AR
mw\oﬁmﬁm of the authority because she rmm_ .omdo Hozwwn_womwﬂwﬂw M., A MM oL e mm o
certain matters, the authority is o.::ﬂ reliable or r an she 1o LSS
i i i al about accepting an au y ch
8 ocSo:&m MMHM.M MWMM_MMM _:MMMH ﬂ%_wxmav_o, éwom we accept a mmmwo_owaﬁ s
ident .&\ow of a tissue sample, a theoretical physicist’s aosﬂoogﬂom_ explana-
_noncmow om lex mathematical theory, or the result of a mathematical owan.m:QM
com o maomaw ocket calculator. Not only is there :oEEm ::c.mcm_ or _:m:M:»m
w ey h Moo% tance of authority, it is perfectly compatible with the Bm&o mw-
e ve Emlﬁ: To take a simple case, if upon ooBﬁ._Qo reflection a p :
it be oo_.S.ws that some authority is perfectly reliable about a certain
o oonmom 88503 then unless the authority should endorse some waovom::”:
within %Mov»z e Em.ﬂ the person is certain is false, the way for Eo voaw:"ro
M,%_“me Mowanmnoo within her system of beliefs is to accept the dictates of the

i i iefs accordingly. .
mcﬁﬁmmwrwwﬂmm%www:rﬂMs%ﬁmﬂﬂ%%:m Smao%ow is that a person efm._w Mm__mwmmmw
flect is liable, and I think virtually certain, to end up Hmooovcmm quaws_wa:mvwgm
does not really find acceptable. Here is what H mean. It very apry

at h reflect upon something we believe, we uncover among ;
S.w: 5 wo wmﬂoé or come to believe as a result of our nomwocosm, meoﬂw %M
ME:WM%\ oon no_.ooa,nm our initial beliefs, reasons <<.E.0F all ﬁ.:Emm Monw_. ﬂnﬂ\ MEE

e m: e strongly committed to than the original belief, and whic o
the Bm:o WMM us to abandon the original belief. Thus, I say, a person B A” ﬂ_%
Mwomwmw_w and goes along believing what he has ”_ﬂ_mowmﬂww%m,hmw o_w A_V_M o M : Mism
i t he himself does not find most acceptable. g
UMMN Mﬂ_ﬂmao% not find acceptable must be even greater for one iwwowﬂn%w h:n
teachings of some outside mEro&Q without .aomoo:oa. But MMaﬂcswoow g
comes to do so, I think it is mﬁmaobwgtc\o:.oznﬂég e e,
and a method of philosophical inquiry that directs inqu

into such a position cannot be rational.

Reflecting Incompletely

It might seem that methods of inquiry that 586036 Qw.v. E“A.w EM._M: M:Mm

Bo_m incomplete reflection, do not entail the sort of :B:onw. _Q : %mé
:.ﬁq.maw submission to external authority or a»:m.on of mo:.oo::mr_o%o:m e
ol a is involved when one abandons reflection. :ﬁooa, methods of inq /
o—m_qﬂo f _:na certain sorts of judgments are quite mmBﬁ._E and seem Eogomnww
. nﬂ\ﬁw ect, for example, that evolutionary biologists or v:vﬁﬁmﬁm ME Mﬁm
. _o ; WE .mmso:w any religious beliefs they Bw.m_: have a:ﬁ:m w:o_ﬂrmo o
o.w.mamw o,.mwmam and we surely would be somewhat a_mE&o.a to m_:w ﬂwm_: 4 Mo&-
:n%mamz smm,zoﬁ fulfilled. Another example might be E,ofaoam 3: oﬂm ] M:mom %
w:mm were we expect decisions to be made only on the basis of what q
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evidence according to the relevant legal standards, not on the basis of any beliefs
a judge or juror might happen to have that bear upon the case.” Moreover, many
of the criticisms of reflective equilibrium have focused on the use the method
makes of intuitive judgments, so critics pretty clearly do not want us to abandon
reflection entirely, but to reflect in a more limited way, a way that gives our in-
tuitive judgments no weight. That critics do not wish us to abandon reflection
altogether of course comes as no surprise—for it would be a very odd thing to
spell out a set of reasons for not forming beliefs in the way that someone is in-
clined to form them, and present these reasons to that person for consideration,
when what you want the person to stop doing is reflecting about her beliefs al-
together!
Although there are many examples of acceptable methods of limited reflec-
tion, they are not really to the point. In order to be following a genuine alterna-
tive to reflective equilibrium the inquirer must not merely set aside or eliminate
certain beliefs, or even whole classes of beliefs. To be employing an alternative
method the inquirer must eliminate beliefs without any ground for doing so. If
she had a reason for leaving some of her Jjudgments out of account, for example,
those judgments do not meet her own epistemic standards, then she would nor
simply be leaving them out of account. They would Kave been taken into ac-
count, have been reflected upon, and this reflection would have revealed these
judgments to be in conflict with other more strongly held beliefs or principles,
and this realization would in turn have led to the revision, and perhaps the rejec-
tion, of these judgments.® When we focus our attention on the relevant kind of
incomplete reflection, the kind that really is incompatible with reflective equilib-
rium, it becomes apparent that it is irrational after all, that it involves the same
sort of pessimism, submission to external authority, and high risk of self-con-
tradiction we saw when considering the complete abandonment of reflection.

It is easy to see that a method of inquiry with feature (B) puts the inquirer at
risk of accepting what she does not find acceptable, and thereby contradicting
herself in a sense, in much the same way a method of inquiry incorporating fea-
ture (A) does: Some of the beliefs or theories that are left out of account might
very well conflict with the system of belief the inquirer is led to accept by fol-
lowing his method of limited reflection. If this happens, and the inquirer is in
fact more strongly committed to the beliefs that were left out of account and
would remain so after duly considering the conflict and how best to resolve it,
then it can hardly be rational for the inquirer to accept the system of beliefs the
method of inquiry led him to, since this system is contradicted by other things
he believes more firmly and would continue to find preferable if he were to con-
sider the matter. I do not believe a philosophical method that puts an inquirer
into such a position is rational.?

It may not be apparent why I think methods of limited reflection involve pes-
simism and submission to external authority. But what other explanation could
there be for a person ignoring certain of her Judgments, even when she is very
strongly committed to them and has no reason of her own for doubting them?
Such a person must either be alienated from the part of herself responsible for
the judgments being excluded and have given up on this part of herself without
having any reason for distrusting this part, or she is submitting to some method,
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approach, or authority that directs her to ignore certain judgments of which she
is confident, even though she cannot really believe this method, approach, or au-
thority will lead her to the truth.

I think the point I am trying to make is important enough that I am going to
risk belaboring it. I want to focus on the aspect of submission to external au-
thority by considering what must be happening when a person sets out to criti-
cize the method of reflective equilibrium. The inquirer employing reflective equi-
librium has started out with a set of initial judgments about some area, and
through a process of mutual adjustment constructed a theory that accounts for
these judgments. The inquirer will also have reflected on the connections that
hold between this system of theory and corresponding judgments and any other
beliefs that might be relevant, and once again brought her beliefs into a stable
equilibrium via a process of mutual adjustment. A critic must advance some sort
of argument against some element of the resultant system of belief. To pick a
pertinent example, the critic might cite studies by cognitive psychologists show-
ing that our intuitive judgments about the area in question are unreliable, and
press the inquirer not to allow these intuitive judgments any weight at all in de-
termining the theory she ends up accepting. In all likelihood, what the critic is
thinking is that the inquirer is ignorant of the relevant studies and that she ac-
cepts many of the same forms of argument and background epistemological
views that he does, so that when she is made aware of the studies and the impli-
cations of these studies for her considered judgments and the theories in part sup-
ported by these judgments, she will accept the studies and implications just as
the critic has.

If this is what the critic is doing, then he really is not doing anything that
conflicts with the method of reflective equilibrium. He is merely providing the
inquirer with information acquired in ways the inquirer accepts which conflicts
with some of what the inquirer believes and expecting the inquirer to make ap-
propriate adjustments so that her system of beliefs is again coherent. This is
nothing more nor less that what reflective equilibrium dictates.

But suppose that the inquirer is not ignorant of the psychological studies and
that she has already incorporated her belief in the results of these studies into her
system of beliefs in a way that does not require her to give her intuitive judg-
ments no weight in her deliberations. To do so consistently, she obviously must
differ with the critic somewhere else, for example, with respect to some epis-
temic principle, rule of inference, or judgments about what interpretation of data
is most plausible. But if her beliefs are indeed in a state of reflective equilibrium,
she will have considered the opinions about which she does not agree with her
critic, and there will be a coherent story to tell in support of her own views that
the inquirer finds most acceptable upon thorough reflection. This is the case we
must consider to get an alternative to reflective equilibrium, and to get the alter-
native we must imagine the critic still demands that the inquirer agree with him
in this case. What would bring the inquirer to do such a thing? She would have
to abandon the results of her own reflection, give up, at least in part, on think-
ing for herself, and simply knuckle even though she firmly believes, after careful
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actly what such a belief involve
What makes my ending unfair i

lieving the truth or avoiding dogmatism or even not being a little bit insane,
suggests that what he really wants to raise is a comparative question. He wants
to be convinced not that irrational belief is a bad thing, but that it is more im-
portant than other relevant values, for example, the value of believing the truth
or, for that matter, the value of being a part of an intellectual community. He
Wants a reason for thinking that, when faced with the possibility that in attain-
ing the one value we will lose the others, we should act to guarantee that we be-
lieve rationally and hope that the cost of doing this is not that we miss out on
other good things. For my claim has been not merely that irrationality is a bad
thing, and rationality a good thing, but that this is the value around which
philosophical inquiry should be structured. Particularly when by making this
claim I go against the dominant intellectual tradition that sees truth as the value
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Notes

I began working on an earlier incarnation of this chapter while in Germany with a
grant from the Alexander von Humboldt-Stiftung. I am grateful to the AvH for their
support and to Prof. Andreas Kemmerling, my host at the Seminar fiir Philosophie,
Logik, und Wissenschaftstheorie, Ludwig Maximillian Universitat-Miinchen. 1 had
the opportunity to present the earlier incarnation of this chapter at the Ludwig
Maximillian Universitdt, Universitit Konstanz, University of Reading, University of
Kent, and the University of Notre Dame, and I received many helpful comments from

» Where the comments from the audi-
tnce were once again very helpful. Finally, I have benefited from detailed comments
by Marian David on both of the earlier versions of this chapter.

1. Because it does not play an important role in the argument I plan to offer here, I
have neglected one very significant element of reflective equilibrium. This is the
consideration of alternative theories available to one that Rawls stresses when dis-
tinguishing wide from narrow reflective equilibrium. I give this element thorough
consideration in DePayl 1993,

2. (1) should be interpreted to mean: it
ploys the method of reflective equilibrium

is not the case that every inquirer who em-
will be led to form true beliefs. It is consis-
tent with (1), so interpreted, that some inqui

the method of reflective equilibrium they would be led to form true beliefs. The
method might be said to guarantee truth to such special inquirers.

ogmo:qu:Qnmmm:BoEmﬁ truth is not properly defined as what a person would
accept in some ideal state whirh ande s haioe - 1
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equilibrium. Such a definition gets us a guarantee of truth, but on the cheap.

3. There are a number of plausible ways of interpreting (2). Perhaps it is most nat-
ural to interpret it to mean that each inquirer is such that if he or she were to employ
the method of reflective equilibrium, he or she would not be led to form beliefs that
are mostly true. However, this is not what I mean by (2). Rather, I mean that it is not
the case that the vast majority of inquirers are such that if they employ the method of
reflective equilibrium, then they will be led to form true (or mostly true) beliefs. It is
compatible with this interpretation, and with the considerations on the basis of
which I made claim (2), that some inquirers are such that if they employ, the method
of reflective equilibrium, they will be led to form true (or mostly true) beliefs. Some
may take the considerations I cited to support the stronger, and perhaps more natural
reading of (2), but I here make no such claim. If half of those who employ a method of
inquiry are led to form one belief, and the rest of those who employ the method are led
to form some incompatible belief, then we can be just about certain that the method is
at best leading 50 percent of those who use it to the truth. Suppose it is the case that
50 percent of those enploying the method end up accepting the truth. What is going
on? It might be that there are not any relevant differences among the inquirers em-
ploying the method, so that some feature of the method is responsible for the out-
come. In this case we might be able to conclude that any inquirer who employs the
method will have only a 50 percent chance of coming to form a true belief as a result.
But it might also be the case that there is some relevant difference among inquirers,
some feature that only 50 percent of inquirers have, and that the method will invari-
ably lead inquirers with this feature to the truth. I have said nothing that might decide
between these alternatives, so I wish (2) to be interpreted in a way that is compatible
with both. ’

1 should mention another possible, but perhaps less likely, confusion. I intend
the set of “beliefs a person following the method of reflective equilibrium is led to
form” to contain only those beliefs formed as a result of employing this method of
inquiry. I assume the vast majority of the beliefs of the vast majority of people are
ordinary perceptual, memory, introspective, and testamonial beliefs. 1 also assume
that the vast majority of these beliefs are true. Most people who employ the method
of reflective equilibrium will retain these beliefs throughout the process, but I do not
think this is relevant to the reliability of this method of inquiry.

4. Plantinga (1993) identifies the epistemic concept he calls ‘warrant’ in this
way, reserving the term ‘justification’ for a more deontological concept of epistemic
evaluation. I have chosen to stick with ‘justification’ simply because that is the more
commonly used term.

5. After my remarks about (1) and (2) it should be clear that I intend (3) to be in-
terpreted as the claim that it is not the case that all or even the vast majority of in-
quirers who employ the method of reflective equilibrium will be led to form beliefs
that are justified. For a more thorough presentation of my reasons for thinking that
reflective equilibrium can guarantee neither truth, reliability or justification see
DePaul 1993: chs. 1 & 2.

6. I have in mind here explicit theories and self-consciously systematic accounts.
It is of course a common practice to view ordinary cognizers as having implicit theo-
ries or systematic views about various matters in order to explain certain aspects of
the cognizer’s behavior. Surely the most familiar example of this approach is pro-
vided by the Chomskian explanation of the ability of native speakers to recognize
grammatical sentences of their own language.

7. The legal example is not entirely happy, since I think we do not really believe
that the judge or juror should base her belief only upon the admissible evidence. Her
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