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When is a moral belief or a moral judgement justified? According to 

Norman Daniels and John Rawls, a moral judgement is justified for a person 

if it is one that he would accept in "wide reflective equilibrium." Roughly, 

wide reflective equilibrium is achieved when there is a certain two stage 

coherence in a person's beliefs: in the first place, between initial moral 

intuitions or "considered judgements" believed by a person and a set of moral 

principles; and in the second place, between those moral principles and a 

set of moral background theories, such as theories of personhood and theories 

of how one acquires one's morality. 

In this thesis, I criticize the appeal to wide reflective equilibrium 

on three main grounds. First, I argue that neither Daniels nor Rawls seems 

to have a rationale for using considered judgements as standards against 

which ethical theory is to be assessed. Second, I argue that, at best, the 

Rawls/Daniels theory specifies conditions under which persons are justified 

in holding their moral beliefs, not conditions germane to the justification - 

of the moral principles -- per se. And third, to the extent that the Rawls/ 

Daniels theory allows different moral principles to be justified for differ- 

ent persons, it may have disturbing implications for the institutionaliza- 

tion of these principles. 

I conclude the thesis by proposing a constraint on the choice between 

competing theories of moral justification. Given two theories of moral 

justification, other things being equal, it would be reasonable to prefer 

the theory that provides grounds for justifying a single set of moral princ- 

iples to be shared by everyone. 



-iv- 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

I am deeply grateful to David Copp for his persistant encouragement and 

his invaluable comments and advice. I would also like to thank Phil Hanson, 

Susan Wendell and David Zimmerman for their comments and suggestions. 



WIDE REFLECTIVE EQUILIBRIUM THEORY 

AND MORAL JUSTIFICATION 

Table of Contents 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Approval. ii 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Abstract .iii 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  Acknowledgement. iv 

Section 

1. Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . - . . . . . . . 1  

2. Fundamentals: Foundational and Coherence Theories 
Of Epistemic Justification. . . . . . . . . .  -7 

3. The Rawls/Daniels Theory of Wide Reflective Equilibrium. . .  13 
I . . . . . . . .  4. Considered Judgements as Assessing Standards 30 

I . . . . . . . . . . .  5. Objective and Subjective Justification 70 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . .  6. Morality and Social Institutions 88 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  7. Conclusion .lo6 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  8. Bibliography. -108 



Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Two d i v e r s e  approaches t o  j u s t i f y i n g  moral b e l i e f s  and t h e o r i e s  

dominate t h e  c u r r e n t  phi losophica l  scene. On t h e  one hand we have t h e  

"natural ism" approach, and on t h e  o the r  hand we have t h e  "conservatism" approach. 

The natura l i sm approach i d e n t i f i e s  moral i s s u e s  wi th  empirical  ones. 

On t h i s  approach, t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of  moral claims is t o  be s e t t l e d  by 

methods s i m i l a r  t o  those  used i n  t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of  o t h e r  s ta tements  

1 
about t h e  world. Amongst t h e  var ious  n a t u r a l i s t i c  t h e o r i e s ,  Richard Brandt ' s  

occupies a p r e v a i l i n g  p o s i t i o n .  I n  answering ques t ions  about t h e  good and 

t h e  r i g h t ,  Brandt u t i l i z e s  what he c a l l s  t h e  "method of reforming d e f i n i t i o n s . "  

According t o  t h i s  method, e t h i c a l  ques t ions  a r e  t o  be s e t t l e d  by f i r s t  

rephrasing t h e s e  ques t ions  i n  non-moral terminology - i n  "terminology 

s u f f i c i e n t l y  c l e a r  and p r e c i s e  f o r  one t o  answer them by some mode of 

s c i e n t i f i c  o r  observat ional  procedure, o r  a t  l e a s t  by some c l e a r l y  s t a t e a b l e  

and f a m i l i a r  mode of  reasoning."  (1979, p.3) Next, t h e  use  of observation 

and s c i e n t i f i c  method o r  some o t h e r  appropr ia te  form of argument i s  t o  

e s t a b l i s h  t h e  a c c e p t a b i l i t y  o f  t h e s e  "reforming d e f i n i t i o n s . "  (1979, p.17) 

F ina l ly ,  t h e  use  of t h e  appropr ia te  mode o f  argument i s  t o  lead  t o  "a  

normative conclusion,  poss ib ly  surpr is ing ."  

I n  j u s t i f y i n g  moral c la ims,  t h e  method of  reforming d e f i n i t i o n s  i s  

s a i d  t o  appeal  n e i t h e r  t o  l i n g u i s t i c  i n t u i t i o n s ,  nor t o  moral convic t ions ,  

o r  " i n t u i t i o n s " ,  o r  "considered judgements" about what is good and r i g h t .  

I n  c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  conservatism approach t y p i c a l l y  begins with a 

cons idera t ion  o f  moral i n t u i t i o n s  o r  considered judgements t h a t  one has 

o r  would have under s p e c i f i e d  condi t ions ,  about concre te  s i t u a t i o n s .  I n  



conservat ive  t h e o r i e s ,  t h e s e  considered judgements p lay  an e s s e n t i a l  r o l e  

i n  t h e  development and t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of  a mora l i ty ,  o r  a theory  of 

moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  

I n t e r e s t  i n  conservatism a s  an approach t o  developing and j u s t i f y i n g  

moral theory  has been motivated, i n  p a r t ,  by i t s  i n t u i t i v e  appeal: ~t is 

widespread p r a c t i c e  i n  moral philosophy t o  e s t a b l i s h  -- prima f a c i e  c r e d i b i l i t y  

f o r  moral p r i n c i p l e s  by showing t h a t  t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  a r e  coherent  with our 

moral convic t ions .  I n  add i t ion  many phi losophers ,  l i k e  Thomas Nagel, 
2 

be l i eve  t h a t  one has  no recourse but  t o  s t a r t  wi th  o u r  moral convict ions i n  

j u s t i f y i n g  moral theory.  

I n  t h i s  t h e s i s ,  my i n t e r e s t s  l i e  with t h e  second approach. I w i l l  

p r imar i ly  be concerned wi th  t h e  type of conservatism t h a t  i s  involved i n  

t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of a moral judgement o r  a moral i ty .  David copp3 has 

c a l l e d  t h i s  type  of  conservat ive  theory  a type-one conservat ive  theory. 

He c h a r a c t e r i z e s  this type  of  theory i n  t h e  fol lowing way: 

"... a theory  of  moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n  i s  (type-one) conservat ive  j u s t  
i n  case  it impl ies  t h a t  a moral judgement's, o r  a m o r a l i t y ' s  being 
j u s t i f i e d ,  e i t h e r  s i m p l i c i t e r ,  o r  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  some person o r  group, 
depends on, o r  i s  i n  v i r t u e  o f ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  p a r t ,  t h a t  judgement's 
o r  t h a t  m o r a l i t y ' s ,  s tanding i n  some appropr ia t e  j u s t i f i c a t o r y  
r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  considered moral judgements t h a t  would be made i n  
s p e c i f i e d  i d e a l  circumstances, e i t h e r  by everyone, o r  by t h a t  person 
o r  t h a t  group, and depends on, o r  is  i n  v i r t u e  o f ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  p a r t ,  
t h e i r  being considered judgements. " (p .  8) 

4 
This  type  of  conservat ive  theory ,  a s  developed by John Rawls, and 

5 
Norman Danie ls ,  has been c a l l e d  i n t o  ques t ion  by, among o t h e r s ,  Richard 

6 7 
Brandt and David Copp. I t  has been argued t h a t  considered judgements 

a r e  not  c r e d i b l e ,  and i f  they a r e  not  c r e d i b l e ,  they  cannot be used a s  

s tandards  a g a i n s t  which m o r a l i t i e s ,  and t h e o r i e s  o f  t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of 



moralities, can be assessed.  

I wish t o  ques t ion  t h e  t e n a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  Rawls/Daniels conservat ive  

wide r e f l e c t i v e  equil ibrium theory  ( h e r e i n a f t e r  t h e  'R/D' theory)  i n  

another  way. F i r s t l y ,  I w i l l  a t t a c k  it f o r  i ts  conservatism. Secondly, 

I w i l l  argue t h a t  t h e  theory  i s  b e s t  construed a s  a  theory spec i fy ing  

condi t ions  under which - a person i s  j u s t i f i e d  in h i s  moral views, r a t h e r  

than a theory  speci fy ing cond i t ions  under which a moral judgement o r  a  

moral i ty  is  i t s e l f  j u s t i f i e d .  Third ly ,  I w i l l  ques t ion  it f o r  i ts  r e l a t i v i s m  

where ' r e l a t i v i s m '  is  t o  be  understood i n  a  p a r t i c u l a r  way. 

I w i l l  begin,  i n  chapter  two, wi th  a b r i e f  d iscuss ion of foundat ional  

and coherence t h e o r i e s  of  epis temic  j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  An understanding of t h e  

bas ic  p r i n c i p l e s  of  t h e s e  epistemic t h e o r i e s  w i l l  p u t  us  i n  a  b e t t e r  p o s i t i o n  

t o  understand and t o  a s s e s s  t h e  p l a u s i b i l i t y  o f  var ious  moral t h e o r i e s  of 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  

I n  chap te r  t h r e e ,  I w i l l  desc r ibe  t h e  R/D conservat ive  wide r e f l e c t i v e  . 

equil ibrium theory ,  and some of t h e  problems t h a t  may a r i s e  wi th  d i f f e r e n t  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of  t h e  theory.  

I n  chapter  four ,  I w i l l  ques t ion  t h e  conservatism of t h e  R/D theory 

on two main grounds: F i r s t ,  I explore why considered judgements might be 

used a s  a s sess ing  s tandards  i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium t h e o r i e s .  I t  

i s  not  very c o n t r o v e r s i a l  t h a t  o u r  moral convic t ions  a r e  t r e a t e d  a s  

s tandards a g a i n s t  which m o r a l i t i e s  can be assessed i n  t h e  wide r e f l e c t i v e  

I 
equil ibrium t h e o r i e s  o f  Rawls and ~ a n i e l s .  What i s  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  i s  why 

i t h e s e  t h e o r i s t s  th ink  it appropr ia te  t o  regard considered judgements a s  

I 
assess ing standards.  Nei ther  Rawls nor  Daniels  is  e x p l i c i t  on t h i s  i s sue .  

There appears t o  be an analogy, i f  only  a rough one, between theory  



assessment i n  sc ience  and wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium theory assessment 

i n  e t h i c s .  Taking considered judgements t o  be t h e  rough analogues of 

observation r e p o r t s ,  we might f i r s t  ques t ion  why observat ion  r e p o r t s  a r e  

used a s  s tandards  a g a i n s t  which s c i e n t i f i c  t h e o r i e s  a r e  assessed,  and 

then consider  whether it is p l a u s i b l e  t h a t  considered judgements can be 

used a s  a s sess ing  s tandards  f o r  s i m i l a r  reasons.  I s h a l l  suggest  t h a t  

observat ion  r e p o r t s  can be used a s  a s sess ing  s tandards  i f  they  a re :  

(i) taken t o  c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  explananda, o r  

(ii) they a r e  c r e d i b l e ,  o r  

(iii) they a r e  i n d i c a t o r s  of r e a l i t y .  

These t h r e e  c r i t e r i a  a r e  not  meant t o  be mutually exclus ive .  A c r e d i b i l i t y  

s t o r y  f o r  observat ion  r e p o r t s ,  f o r  example, might appeal  t o  real ism. 

Nor do I wish t o  suggest  t h a t  t h e s e  c r i t e r i a  a r e  exhaust ive.  There may 

well  be a d d i t i o n a l  reasons f o r  using observat ion  r e p o r t s  a s  assess ing  

s tandards ,  bu t  t h e  t h r e e  c r i t e r i a  I have adduced a r e  t h e  ones t h a t  seem 

t o  be t h e  most ph i losoph ica l ly  s i g n i f i c a n t .  I w i l l  then  a s s e s s  t h e  

p l a u s i b i l i t y  of  supposing t h a t  considered judgements can be used a s  

a s sess ing  s tandards  by v i r t u e  of  being explananda, c r e d i b l e ,  o r  i n d i c a t o r s  

o r  r e a l i t y .  I w i l l  argue t h a t  considered judgements, un l ike  observation 

r e p o r t s ,  cannot be used a s  a s sess ing  standards by v i r t u e  of being explananda. 

I n  add i t ion ,  I w i l l  argue t h a t  i f  considered judgements a r e  used a s  

assess ing  s tandards  i n  v i r t u e  of being a l l eged ly  c r e d i b l e ,  o r  i n d i c a t o r s  

of moral r e a l i t y ,  then  t h e  R/D theory provides a d e r i v a t i v e  t e s t  f o r  t h e  

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  a moral i ty .  I t  provides a d e r i v a t i v e  t e s t  s ince  t h e  very 

s tandards  a g a i n s t  which a moral i ty  i s  t o  be  assessed,  considered judgements, 
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a r e  i n  need o f  p r i o r  j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  

Second, I w i l l  a t t a c k  t h e  consenratism of t h e  R/D theory by suggest ing 

a number of dilemmas f o r  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium t h e o r i e s .  

I n  chapter  f i v e ,  I w i l l  d i s t i n g u i s h  between t h e  notion of  a  m o r a l i t y ' s  

being j u s t i f i e d  i t s e l f ,  and t h a t  o f  a  pe r son ' s  being j u s t i f i e d  - i n  holding 

a  mora l i ty ,  and I w i l l  expla in  why t h e  former not ion  is  t h e  p e r t i n e n t  one 

i n  developing t h e o r i e s  of moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  1 w i l l  then  argue t h a t  

t h e  R/D theory  is b e s t  construed a s  a  theory  desc r ib ing  condi t ions  under 

which a person i s  j u s t i f i e d  - i n  holding a  moral code, and consequently, it 

is  no t  a  theory  germane t o  t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of  a  moral i ty.  

F i n a l l y ,  i n  chapter  s i x ,  I w i l l  contend t h a t  t h e  R/D theory impl ica tes  

t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  " i n t r a s o c i e t a l  r e l a t iv i sm" .  Roughly, t h i s  amounts t o  

t h e  c la im t h a t  t h e  R/D theory  al lows f o r  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of two o r  more 

incompatible m o r a l i t i e s  being j u s t i f i e d  r e l a t i v e  t o  d i f f e r e n t  persons 

wi th in  a  p a r t i c u l a r  soc ie ty .  I w i l l  argue t h a t  any theory t h a t  impl ica tes  

t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  i n t r a s o c i e t a l  r e l a t i v i s m  is  l i a b l e  t o  encounter 

d i f f i c u l t i e s  when it comes t o  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n  o f  moral p r inc ip les .  

I w i l l  conclude chapter  s i x  by suggest ing a  c o n s t r a i n t  t h a t  would enable 

us t o  choose between competing t h e o r i e s  of  moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  According 

t o  t h i s  c o n s t r a i n t ,  given two t h e o r i e s  of moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n ,  a l l  o t h e r  

t h i n g s  being equal ,  it would be reasonable t o  p r e f e r  t h e  theory  t h a t  does 

no t  impl ica te  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of i n t r a s o c i e t a l  r e l a t iv i sm.  
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Chapter 2 

FUNDAMENTALS: Foundational and Coherence Theories of  Epistemic 
J u s t i f i c a t i o n  

I t  w i l l  be h e l p f u l  t o  begin with a b r i e f  cons idera t ion  of  t h e  two main 

genera of  epistemic t h e o r i e s  of  j u s t i f i c a t i o n ,  namely, foundational  and 

coherence t h e o r i e s .  This  w i l l  be  u s e f u l  f o r  a v a r i e t y  of  reasons.  F i r s t ,  

a number of  t h e  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium models o r  t h e o r i e s  t h a t  we 

w i l l  d i scuss  i n  t h e  next  chap te r ,  a r e  c l o s e l y  analogous t o  foundational  

epistemic,  and coherence epistemic t h e o r i e s .  An understanding of  t h e  

fundamentals of foundational  and coherence t h e o r i e s  of epistemic 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  w i l l  p u t  u s  i n  a b e t t e r  p o s i t i o n  t o  understand t h e o r i e s  

of moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  Second, al though t h e r e  a r e  s i m i l a r i t i e s  between 

foundational  and coherence t h e o r i e s  o f  epistemic j u s t i f i c a t i o n  and those  

of moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n ,  t h e r e  a r e  a l s o  s i g n i f i c a n t  d i s p a r i t i e s  o r  

d isanalogies .  A p r e f a t o r y  chap te r  d e l i n e a t i n g ,  amongst o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  

t h e  p r i n c i p a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  epis temic  coherence t h e o r i e s  of j u s t i f i c a t i o n  

w i l l  f a c i l i t a t e  comparison of  t h e s e  t h e o r i e s  with coherence t h e o r i e s  of 

moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n ,  and hence, w i l l  provide a b a s i s  f o r  determining 

whether t h e  a l l eged  d i sana log ies  undermine coherence t h e o r i e s  of moral 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  

1. Foundational Theories 

Much epistemic j u s t i f i c a t i o n  is  i n f e r e n t i a l  i n  cha rac te r .  The 

i n f e r e n t i a l  cha rac te r  o f  epistemic j u s t i f i c a t i o n  g ives  rise t o  what 

1 is  known a s  t h e  " regress  problem". I f  one proposi t ion  i s  shown t o  

be j u s t i f i e d  by i n f e r r i n g  it from another  proposi t ion  o r  set o f  p ropos i t ions  

which a r e  o f fe red  a s  reasons  f o r  accept ing  t h e  i n i t i a l  proposi t ion ,  t h e  
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justifying propositions must themselves be justifi ed. If these justifying 

propositions are to be inferentially justified, their justification will 

depend on the logically prior justification of their justifying premisses. 

If all justification is to be inferential, then this process of justification 

is threatened by a vicious infinite regress with the apparent result that 

no proposition is ever justified. 

Foundationalism provides one solution to the regress problem. 

~ccording to the foundationalist, most empirical propositions are justified, 

if at all, by being inferable from a set of basic propositions, which are 

"immediately" or non-inferentially justified. The regress of empirical 

justification terminates when the set of basic propositions is reached, and 

this set provides a foundation on which all other justification rests. 

Different foundational theories arise from different accounts of 

epistemologically basic propositions and different accounts of the manner 

in which epistemologically basic propositions epistemically support other 

propositions. 
2 

With respect to epistemologically basic propositions, theories 

differ in their accounts of which propositions are basic, and in their 

accounts of the epistemic status of the basic propositions. "Strong" 

foundational theories, for example, require the basic propositions to 

be incorrigible, whereas "weak" or "minimal" foundational theories allow 

the basic propositons to be defeasible. 

3 
As far as epistemic support is concerned, two general types of 

supportive structures or relations further serve to distinguish different 

foundational theories. A linear structure of support is generally 

associated with classical foundational theories. Onthis view, roughly, 



propos it i o  s ju s t i f i ed  by v i r t u e  of some r e l a t i o n  which holds between 

p and another proposit ion Q ,  where Q provides jus t i fy ing  reasons f o r  

accepting P. Al ternat ively ,  t he  s t ruc ture  of support may be h o l i s t i c .  

  his type of support is  generally cha rac t e r i s t i c  of coherence theor ies ,  

but foundat ional is ts  can a l s o  construe support i n  a more o r  l e s s  h o l i s t i c  

fashion. When the  supportive s t ruc ture  i s  h o l i s t i c ,  roughly, proposit ion 

p i s  j u s t i f i e d  by v i r t u e  of some r e l a t i on  which holds between P and a 

whole s e t  of o ther  proposit ions S,  where t h e  proposit ions i n  S,  and the  

re la t ions  t h a t  obtain  between these  proposit ions,  provide jus t i fy ing  

reasons f o r  accepting P. 

2. Coherence Theories 

The e s sen t i a l  fea ture  of a coherence theory i s  t h a t  according t o  

t h i s  theory,  every proposit ion ab i n i t i o ,  has t h e  same epistemic s t a t u s  

a s  every other.  This i s  the  respect  i n  which coherence t heo r i e s  d i f f e r  

from foundational theor ies ,  f o r ,  according t o  foundational theor ies ,  

epistemologically bas ic  proposit ions have epistemic p r i o r i t y  over other  

propositions. 

A l l  epistemic coherence theor ies  share t he  following features .  
4 

(i) According t o  these  theor ies ,  a l l  epistemic j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  

empirical proposit ions i s  i n f e r en t i a l .  

(ii) The regress  of j u s t i f i c a t i on  does not go on f o r  ever but 

forms a closed loop o r  a c i r c l e  t h a t  cons t i t u t e s  a system. 

(iii) The basic  u n i t  of epistemic j u s t i f i c a t i o n  i s  such a system, 

which is j u s t i f i e d  i n  terms of i n t e rna l  coherence, i - e . ,  i n  

terms of how each element " f i t s "  o r  in ter locks"  with every 



o t h e r  element of  t h e  system. The connecting l i n k s  between 

t h e  elements i n  such a system can be one of inference ,  of 

mutual confirmation,  o r  of  explanation.  Presumably, 'mutual 

confirmation'  and 'explanat ion '  a r e  t o  be expl ica ted  i n  terms 

o f  i n f e r e n t i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  which hold between var ious  

p ropos i t ions  of  t h e  cogn i t ive  system. 

Coherence t h e o r i s t s  espouse an h o l i s t i c  conception of  i n f e r e n t i a l  

j u s t i f i c a t i o n :  b e l i e f s  a r e  j u s t i f i e d  by being i n f e r e n t i a l l y  r e l a t e d  t o  

o t h e r  b e l i e f s  i n  t h e  o v e r a l l  context  of  a  coherent  system. An h o l i s t i c  

conception o f  i n f e r e n t i a l  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  u l t i m a t e l y  provides a b a s i s  f o r  

t h e  s o l u t i o n  o f  t h e  r eg ress  problem: I t  i s  important ,  a s  Nicholas Rescher 
5 

and Laurence I3onjour6 have s t r e s s e d ,  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  two l e v e l s  a t  which 

i s s u e s  of  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  can be r a i s e d ,  a s  f a r  as coherence t h e o r i e s  a r e  

concerned. F i r s t ,  and of  secondary importance, t h e  i s s u e  may be  one o f  

j u s t i f y i n g  a p a r t i c u l a r  b e l i e f ,  o r  a  small s e t  of  b e l i e f s ,  when t h e  

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of  t h e  o v e r a l l  system is taken f o r  granted.  A t  t h i s  l e v e l ,  

t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  a  p a r t i c u l a r  b e l i e f  w i l l  be l i n e a r .  No r e g r e s s  i s  

generated s i n c e  t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of t h e  system i t s e l f  i s  taken f o r  

granted.  Second, and fundamentally, t h e  i s s u e  may be t h e  g loba l  one of  

j u s t i f y i n g  t h e  c o g n i t i v e  system i t s e l f .  A t  t h i s  l e v e l ,  t h e  suppor t ive  

r e l a t i o n  between va r ious  b e l i e f s  i s  not  l i n e a r  but  mutual o r  r ec ip roca l .  

Since t h e r e  is  no epistemic p r i o r i t y  amongst t h e  var ious  b e l i e f s  a t  t h i s  

l e v e l ,  t h e r e  is  no b a s i s  f o r  a  genuine regress .  The charge o f  v ic ious  

c i r c u l a r i t y  o f  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  i s  denied by appeal  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  b e l i e f s  u l t ima te ly  depends not  on o t h e r  

p a r t i c u l a r  b e l i e f s  bu t  on t h e  system a s  a whole. According t o  Bonjour: 
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"... t h e  f u l l y  e x p l i c i t  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of a  p  articular b e l i e f  
would involve  f o u r  d i s t i n c t  s t e p s  o f  argument, a s  follows: 
1. The i n f e r a b i l i t y  o f  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  b e l i e f  from o t h e r  

p a r t i c u l a r  b e l i e f s ,  and f u r t h e r  in fe rence  r e l a t i o n s  among 
p a r t i c u l a r  b e l i e f s .  

2. The coherence o f  t h e  o v e r a l l  system of b e l i e f s .  
3 .  The j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  o v e r a l l  system of  b e l i e f s .  
4. The j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  b e l i e f  i n  ques t ion ,  by 

v i r t u e  o f  i ts membership i n  t h e  system." (p.  287) 

Each o f  t h e s e  s t e p s  depends on t h e  ones which precede it. 

Bonjour a l s o  enumerates some " e s s e n t i a l  points"  concerning t h e  

concept of  coherence: F i r s t ,  he  claims t h a t  coherence is  no t  t o  be 

equated wi th  cons is tency.  Coherence has t o  do with "systematic connections 

between t h e  components o f  a  system, not  j u s t  with t h e i r  f a i l u r e  t o  c o n f l i c t . "  

(p. 288) Second, coherence is a ma t t e r  o f  degree. According t o  t h e  

coherence theory ,  f o r  a  system of  b e l i e f s  t o  be j u s t i f i e d ,  "it must no t  

be merely coherent  t o  some e x t e n t ,  bu t  more coherent than any c u r r e n t l y  

a v a i l a b l e  a l t e r n a t i v e . "  (p. 288) This  condi t ion  seems t o  n e c e s s i t a t e  

being a b l e  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  one cogn i t ive  system from another. And t h i r d ,  

according t o  Bonjour, coherence is connected wi th  t h e  concept of  

explanation: ". .. t h e  coherence of  a  system is enhanced t o  t h e  e x t e n t  

t h a t  observed f a c t s  can b e  explained wi th in  it and reduced t o  t h e  ex ten t  

t h a t  t h i s  i s  no t  t h e  case .  " (pp. 288, 289) 

The d e t a i l s  of p a r t i c u l a r  foundational  and coherence t h e o r i e s  of 

epistemic j u s t i f i c a t i o n  need not  concern us. The b a s i c  t e n e t s  o f  t h e s e  

t h e o r i e s ,  a s  d iscussed above, w i l l  s u f f i c e  f o r  our  purposes. 
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chapter  3 

THE RAWLS/DANIELS THEORY OF WIDE REFLECTIVE EQUILIBRIUM 

1. The Rawls/Daniels Theory 

The R/D theory  of moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n  purpor t s  t o  be a  conservative 

coherence theory.  I t  i s  a l s o  a  " r e l a t i o n a l "  theory  of moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  

That i s  t o  say ,  according t o  t h i s  theory ,  moral judgements of  a  person o r  

a  group t h a t  a r e  j u s t i f i e d ,  a r e  no t  j u s t i f i e d  s i m p l i c i t e r ,  b u t  a r e  j u s t i f i e d  

i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h a t  person o r  t h a t  group. 

In  desc r ib ing  t h e  R/D theory ,  it w i l l  be h e l p f u l  t o  d i s c u s s ,  f i r s t ,  

i t s  Rawlsian h i s t o r y ,  and second, Dan ie l ' s  c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  theory.  

I 
In  A Theory of J u s t i c e  Rawls develops what we can c a l l  a  " r e f l e c t i v e  

equil ibrium theory"  of  moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  Although Rawls s p e c i f i c a l l y  

gives himself t o  developing and j u s t i f y i n g  a  theory  of j u s t i c e ,  t h e  ideas  

presented i n  t h e  book can r e a d i l y  be extended t o  t h e  development and 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of moral theory.  Two c r u c i a l  components a r e  c o n s t i t u t i v e  

of Rawls' r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium theory:  a  coherence component and a  

con t rac ta r i an  component. According t o  Rawls, t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of a  

moral i ty i s  u l t i m a t e l y  a  mat ter  of coherence - it i s  "a mat ter  of  t h e  

mutual support  of  many cons ide ra t ions  of everyth ing f i t t i n g  toge the r  i n t o  

one coherent  view." (p. 579) What a r e  t h e  components t h a t  a r e  t o  f i t  

together  i n  o rde r  t o  y i e l d  a  j u s t i f i e d  moral system? Rawls has  it t h a t  

t h e  development of  moral theory begins with a  cons ide ra t ion  of t h e  

considered judgements t h a t  one would e l i c i t  i n  response t o  d i v e r s e  moral 

i s sues .  A considered moral judgement i s  a  judgement i n  which one has 

s incere  confidence, and a  judgement which one makes o r  would make 

without h e s i t a t i o n  "under cond i t ions  favourable f o r  d e l i b e r a t i o n  and 

judgement i n  genera l . "  (p. 48) These cond i t ions  must be devoid of 



d i s t o r t i n g  f a c t o r s  such a s  s e l f - i n t e r e s t ,  inadequate information,  

abnormal s t a t e s  o f  mind, and s t a t e s  of emotional upset .  (p. 47) 

P r i n c i p l e s  a r e  then adduced t o  "match" o r  " f i t "  t h e s e  judgements: 

"Now one may t h i n k  of moral philosophy a t  f i r s t  (and I s t r e s s  t h e  
p r o v i s i o n a l  n a t u r e  of  t h i s  view) a s  t h e  a t tempt  t o  descr ibe  our  
moral capac i ty ;  o r ,  i n  t h e  p resen t  case ,  one may regard a theory 
of  j u s t i c e  a s  desc r ib ing  o u r  sense  of  j u s t i c e .  This  e n t e r p r i s e  
i s  very d i f f i c u l t .  For by such a d e s c r i p t i o n  i s  not  meant simply 
a l is t  o f  t h e  judgements on i n s t i t u t i o n s  and a c t i o n s  t h a t  we a r e  
prepared t o  r ender ,  accompanied wi th  suppor t ing  reasons when t h e s e  
a r e  o f f e r e d .  Rather ,  what i s  requi red  i s  a formulat ion of a  s e t  
of  p r i n c i p l e s  which, when conjoined t o  o u r  b e l i e f s  and knowledge 
of  t h e  circumstances,  would l ead  u s  t o  make t h e s e  judgements with 
t h e i r  suppor t ing  reasons  were w e  t o  apply t h e s e  p r i n c i p l e s  
consc ien t ious ly  and i n t e l l i g e n t l y . "  (p.46) 

These p r i n c i p l e s  a r e  i n i t i a l l y  t e s t e d  by t h e  common method of  

counter-example. That  is, t h e  impl ica t ions  o f  t h e s e  p r i n c i p l e s  f o r  

p a r t i c u l a r  cases  a r e  explored,  and t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  a r e  judged t o  be 

p r o v i s i o n a l l y  accep tab le  i n s o f a r  a s  they agree  wi th  o u r  considered 

judgements f o r  t h o s e  cases .  An acceptable  match between p r i n c i p l e s  

and considered judgements y i e l d s  a  "narrow equil ibrium".  

Rawls adds a t h i r d  t i e r  of  components t h a t  conver ts  narrow 

r e f l e c t i v e  equ i l ib r ium t o  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium:  t h e  con t rac t  

apparatus.  A s e l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  of mora l i ty ,  inc luding those  

of j u s t i c e ,  i s  t o  be made by choosers placed under a  choice s i t u a t i o n  

t h a t  Rawls c a l l s  t h e  "Orig inal  Pos i t ion" .  Choosers seek mutual agreement 

t o  l i v e  t o g e t h e r  i n  a  s o c i e t y  under a  s i n g l e  moral code. The moral 

code t h a t  they a r e  t o  l i v e  under is  t o  be  s e l e c t e d  by them i n  t h e  choice 

s i t u a t i o n .  Rawls p l a c e s  numerous c o n s t r a i n t s  on t h e  choice  s i t u a t i o n .  

For example, t h e  choosers  must be i m p a r t i a l ,  i n s t rumenta l ly  r a t i o n a l  

and s e l f - i n t e r e s t e d .  The d e r i v a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  c o n t r a c t  apparatus,  



together with i ts  constra ining pr inc ip les ,  from numerous moral background 

theor ies ,  i s  supposed t o  render it cred ib le  a s  an appropriate mechanism 

f o r  s e l ec t i ng  p r inc ip l e s  of morality: 

"... t h e  condi t ions  embodied i n  t he  descr ipt ion of t he  o r ig ina l  
pos i t i on  a r e  ones t h a t  we do i n  f a c t  accept. O r  i f  we do not ,  
then perhaps we can be persuaded t o  do so by philosophical  re f lec t ion .  
Each aspec t  of t h e  contractual  apparatus can be given supporting 
grounds. Thus what we s h a l l  do is  t o  c o l l e c t  together i n t o  one 
conception a number of condit ions on pr inc ip les  t h a t  we a r e  ready 
upon due considerat ion t o  recognize a s  reasonable." (p.21) 

The background theo r i e s  include theor ies  of personhood and theor ies  

of t he  "well ordered socie ty ."  

An important element of j u s t i f i c a t i o n  is  supposed t o  be introduced 

i n  the  move from narrow t o  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium. Moral p r inc ip les  

embodied i n  a narrow r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium a re  derived from purportedly 

more bas ic  philosophic and normative pr inc ip les  inccrporated i n  t h e  

se lec t ion  mechanism. Since these  basic  p r inc ip les  a r e  supposed t o  be 

philosophically wel l  grounded, p r inc ip l e s ,  such a s  those i n  narrow 

equilibrium, der ived from these  bas ic  p r inc ip l e s ,  w i l l  themselves be 

well grounded. I n  summary, according t o  Rawls, a moral judgement i s  

j u s t i f i ed  f o r  a person when it i s  a judgement he would hold i f  it were 

coherent with a s u i t a b l e  s e t  of moral p r inc ip les  and background theories.  

2 
Daniels con t r i bu t e s  t o  t h e  Rawlsian program by making e x p l i c i t  

what i s  sometimes merely impl ic i t  i n  t h i s  program. Like Rawls, Daniels 

holds t h a t  a moral judgement is  j u s t i f i e d  f o r  a person i f  it is one t h a t  

he would accept i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium. Wide r e f l e c t i v e  

3 
equilibrium is achieved when the re  is a coherence i n  an ordered quintuplet  

of s e t s  of b e l i e f s  held by a person: ~ n i t i a l  moral judgements believed 



by a person a r e  c o l l e c t e d  and " f i l t e r e d "  s o  a s  t o  inc lude  only  those  

of which he is  r e l a t i v e l y  conf iden t ,  and on ly  t h o s e  which have been 

made under cond i t ions  which minimize t h e  r i s k  of  e r r o r .  For example, 

the judgements have been made when t h e  agen t  ( o r  agents)  is calm and 

in possession of  adequate information t o  judge t h e  cases .  Let  t h e  

alphanumeric c h a r a c t e r  a  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  " f i l t e r e d "  set of i n i t i a l  moral 
1 

judgements. The set ( a  ) of  considered moral judgements i s  t o  match 
1 

with a s e t  (p)  o f  moral p r i n c i p l e s  i n  o r d e r  t o  a t t a i n  a  " l e v e l  I "  p a r t i a l  

equilibrium. Since  va r ious  s e t s  of  moral p r i n c i p l e s  could have "varying 

degrees o f  ' f i t '  wi th  t h e  moral judgements" i n  ( a  ) (p. 258) , a s e t  (bl) 
1 

of moral background t h e o r i e s ,  such a s  t h e o r i e s  o f  personhood, must show 

t h a t  p r i n c i p l e s  i n  (p)  , " l e v e l  11" p r i n c i p l e s ,  a r e  more acceptable  than 

a l t e r n a t i v e s .  Since t h e  t h e o r i e s  i n  ( b  ) a r e  moral t h e o r i e s ,  it is l i k e l y  
1 

t h a t  they  w i l l  be  cons t ra ined  by considered judgements. I f  t h e  same s e t  

of considered judgements as t h o s e  included i n  t h e  l e v e l  I p a r t i a l  

equil ibrium, were t o  c o n s t r a i n  t h e  background moral t h e o r i e s ,  then  

inc lus ion of t h i s  component i n  t h e  coherent  system would be superfluous.  

3 
A s  Daniels contends, u n l e s s  t h e  t h e o r i e s  i n  ( b  ) show t h a t  p r i n c i p l e s  

1 

i n  (p) a r e  more acceptable  t h a n  a l t e r n a t i v e s  on grounds somewhat independent 

of (p) ' s  " f i t "  wi th  r e l e v a n t  considered judgements (p .86) ,  p r i n c i p l e s  i n  

(p) would have no suppor t  they  would no t  a l r e a d y  have had a t  t h e  l e v e l  

of p a r t i a l  equi l ibr ium.  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  u n l e s s  t h e  t h e o r i e s  i n  ( b  a r e  
1 

const ra ined by a set o f  considered judgements t o  some degree independent 

of t h e  set included i n  l e v e l  I p a r t i a l  equi l ibr ium,  one might be concerned 

about "r igging" i n  t h e  coherence system. That is ,  Rawls and Daniels  might 

not  be a b l e  t o  escape t h e  charge  t h a t  t h e  background t h e o r i e s  a r e  r igged 



to y i e l d  p r i n c i p l e s  i n  accord wi th  o u r  p r e t h e o r e t i c a l  moral convict ions.  

For these  reasons ,  Daniels  holds  t h a t  i f  t h e  moral background t h e o r i e s  

i n  ( b  ) a r e  t o  cohere wi th  a set o f  considered judgements ( a  ) ,  then  
1 2 

(a ) and ( a  must be d i s j o i n t  t o  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  degree. F i n a l l y ,  a  set 
1 2 

(b ) of empir ica l  t h e o r i e s ,  " l e v e l  I V "  t h e o r i e s ,  such a s  genera l  s o c i a l  
2 

t heor ie s ,  and t h e o r i e s  o f  moral development, a r e  t o  c o n s t r a i n  t h e  s e t  

of moral t h e o r i e s  i n  ( b  ) .  1 

Daniels e s s e n t i a l l y  s e e s  Rawls' c o n t r a c t  appara tus  a s  "a f e a t u r e  of  

a  p a r t i c u l a r  wide equil ibrium." (p.87) The c o n t r a c t  appara tus ,  he claims,  

is  not  se l f - ev iden t ly  acceptable .  "Rather, ph i losoph ica l  argument must 

persuade u s  it i s  a reasonable  device  f o r  s e l e c t i n g  between competing 

conceptions of  j u s t i c e  ( o r  r i g h t ) .  These arguments a r e  in fe rences  from 

a number of (Level 111) background t h e o r i e s  ..." (p.  87)  Daniels  concedes 

t h a t  d i f f e r e n t  d e r i v a t i o n a l  mechanisms would be accep tab le  i f  they  were 

der ivable  from a set o f  background moral t h e o r i e s  p r e f e r a b l e  t o  t h e  

theor ie s  advanced by Rawls (p. 261). 

I t  i s  evident  t h a t  according t o  t h i s  theory ,  it is  no t  s u f f i c i e n t  

f o r  a  considered moral judgement t o  be  j u s t i f i e d  t h a t  it merely be  

cons i s t en t  wi th  a set of moral p r i n c i p l e s  and background t h e o r i e s .  The 

judgement, i n  o r d e r  t o  be j u s t i f i e d ,  must s t and  i n  some complex coherence 

r e l a t i o n  R wi th  background t h e o r i e s  and p r i n c i p l e s .  I n  a d d i t i o n  Daniels 

advocates ex tens ive  r e v i s i o n  o f  considered judgements. Indeed he holds 

t h a t  t h e  s e t  of considered judgements t h a t  w i l l  cohere  wi th  t h e  rest of 

t h e  equil ibrium package may emerge only when r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium is 

reached, and t h e s e  judgements may s t i l l  undergo r e v i s i o n  i n  t h e  l i g h t  of 

f u r t h e r  theory  change. The r e v i s i o n  i n  ques t ion  might be  theory-based 
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o r  it might no t  b e  s o  based. To say t h a t  r e v i s i o n  i s  theory-based i s  

t o  say t h a t  t h e o r e t i c a l  cons ide ra t ions  undermine ( o r  enhance) t h e  confidence 

wi th  which an agent  b e l i e v e s  a considered judgement. 

2.  Dif fe ren t  Models Of Wide ~ e f l e c t i v e  Equilibrium 

Various i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o r  models of  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium 

a r e  poss ib le .  I n  this s e c t i o n ,  I in tend t o  desc r ibe  and d i scuss  some 

of these  models. Since I a m  p r i m a r i l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  conservat ive  t h e o r i e s ,  

I w i l l  no t  d i s c u s s  non-conservative wide r e f l e c t i v e  equil ibrium theor ies .  

We can d i s t i n g u i s h  d i f f e r e n t  models of conservat ive  wide r e f l e c t i v e  

equil ibrium theory  on t h e  b a s i s  o f :  (i) whether t h e  theory  i s  a 

foundational  o r  a non-foundational theory;  (ii) whether o r  not  t h e  theory 

t akes  considered judgements, under spec i f i ed  cond i t ions ,  t o  be i n d i c a t o r s  

of moral f a c t s ,  and (iii) whether t h e  theory permi ts  extens ive  o r  minimum 

rev i s ion  o f  considered judgements. We w i l l  d i scuss  each of t h e s e  

ca tegor ies  i n  t u r n .  Needless t o  s a y ,  a c e r t a i n  theory  may e x h i b i t  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  more t h a n  one of  t h e  ca tegor ies .  For example, a 

foundational  conservat ive  t h e o r i s t  might not  permit  extens ive  r e v i s i o n  

of  considered judgements t h a t  he  t akes  t o  be i n d i c a t o r s  of moral r e a l i t y .  

To begin,  f i r s t ,  we d i s t i n g u i s h  between foundational  and non- 

foundational  conservat ive  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium t h e o r i e s .  According 

t o  foundat ional  conservat ive  t h e o r i e s ,  considered judgements, under 

spec i f i ed  cond i t ions ,  a r e  "bas ic"  o r  s e l f - j u s t i f i e d .  Such t h e o r i e s  

resemble foundat ional  t h e o r i e s  o f  epistemic j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  

There can be d i f f e r e n t  types  of foundational  conservat ive  t h e o r i s t s  

depending on t h e i r  account  o f  t h e  manner i n  which b a s i c  moral judgements 

support o t h e r  moral judgements. 



Non-foundational conservat ive  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium t h e o r i s t s  

do not  t a k e  cons idered  judgements, under s p e c i f i e d  cond i t ions ,  t o  be bas ic .  

These t h e o r i s t s  resemble coherence epis temic  t h e o r i s t s ,  and l i k e  t h e s e  

epistemic t h e o r i s t s ,  they  may p u t  forward d i f f e r e n t  accounts of how 

each element w i t h i n  t h e  coherence system is supposed t o  " f i t "  o r  " in te r lock"  

wi th  every o t h e r  element of  t h e  system. Daniels ,  f o r  example, holds t h a t  

ph i losoph ica l  argument is  t o  be adduced t o  decide between competing sets 

of p r i n c i p l e s  t h a t  cohere wi th  t h e  i n i t i a l  s e t  ( a  ) of  considered moral 
1 

judgements. These arguments, i n  t u r n ,  according t o  Daniels ,  can be  

construed a s  i n f e r e n c e s  from a s e t  of r e l evan t  background t h e o r i e s .  

The problems t h a t  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  a f f e c t  foundat ional  conservat ive  

wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium t h e o r i e s  w i l l  be analogous t o  t h e  problems 

t h a t  a f f e c t  founda t iona l  epistemic t h e o r i e s .  To name only two, such 

t h e o r i s t s  w i l l  have t o  account f o r  how t h e  b a s i c  s e t  of  judgements a r e  

themselves j u s t i f i e d ,  and they  w i l l  a l s o  have t o  confront  t h e  problem 

of c l e a r l y  d e f i n i n g  a c l a s s  of  b a s i c  judgements. 

Non-foundational c o n s e r v a t i v i s t s ,  i f  t hey  a r e  coherence t h e o r i s t s ,  

w i l l  encounter  t h e  problem of developing a v i a b l e  coherence system of 

moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  I f  w e  t a k e  t h e  R/D theory  t o  be a conservative 

coherence theory ,  t h e n  chap te r s  (4 )  and (5)  a r e  a t tempts  t o  p o i n t  o u t  

t h e  inadequacies o f  t h i s  theory.  

Second, w e  can d i s t i n g u i s h  d i f f e r e n t  models of  wide r e f l e c t i v e  

equi l ibr ium on t h e  b a s i s  of  t h e  moral ontology presupposed by t h e  

t h e o r i e s .  Some conse rva t ive  t h e o r i s t s  might u t i l i z e  t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  

model o f  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equil ibrium. According t o  t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  

model, cons idered  judgements, under s p e c i f i e d  hypo the t i ca l  circumstances, 



are  indicators  of moral r e a l i t y .  Ronald Dworkin character izes  t he  

5 
n a t u r a l i s t i c  model i n  t h e  following way. Dworkin a s s e r t s  t h a t  according 

t o  t h i s  model, considered judgements a r e  

"clues t o  t h e  nature  and existence of more abs t rac t  and fundamental 
moral p r inc ip les ,  a s  physical  observations a r e  clues t o  t he  existence 
and nature of fundamental physical  laws" (p.160) 

This model pos tu la tes  t h e  existence of moral f a c t s  and the  method of 

equilibrium can be viewed a s  a  means of discovering these fac t s .  Since 

considered judgements held i n  equilibrium a r e  taken t o  be ind ica tors  of 

these f a c t s ,  and, consequently, a r e  l i k e l y  t o  be t rue ,  they a r e  taken 

t o  be j u s t i f i ed .  

Theorists  who deny the  exis tence of moral f a c t s  w i l l  not u t i l i z e  

such a  model. Let us c a l l  such t h e o r i s t s  non-natural is t ic ,  o r  non-real is t ,  

conservatives. 

Advocates of t h e  model of wide r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium f o r  theory 

6  
j u s t i f i c a t i on  i n  e th i c s  ( f o r  example, Daniels and Thomal Nagel ) generally 

seem t o  believe t h a t  t he re  is only one overa l l  model f o r  t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i on  

of both moral and non-moral b e l i e f s ,  namely t h e i r  model. Even i f  t h i s  

claim is granted, it i s  important t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  there  can be d i f f e r en t  

models o r  in te rpre ta t ions  of wide r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium, and d i f f e r en t  

t heo r i s t s  both i n  e t h i c s  and i n  science,  may u t i l i z e  d i f f e r en t  models. 

I n  s c i e n t i f i c  p rac t ice ,  f o r  example, observation reports  can be taken t o  

be rough analogues of considered judgements. I n  so f a r  a s  t he  t h e o r i s t  

assumes t h a t  observation repor t s  a r e  ind ica tors  of non-moral r e a l i t y ,  he 

adopts a  n a t u r a l i s t i c  model of wide r e f l ec t i ve  equilibrium. 

The n a t u r a l i s t i c  model, both i n  science and i n  e th ics ,  enables an 
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understanding of how observation repor t s  o r  considered judgements, can 

assume the  r o l e  of assess ing standards. They a r e  t o  be t r ea t ed  a s  assessing 

standards because they a r e  taken t o  be ind ica tors  of r e a l i t y ;  theor ies  i n  

wide r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium, according t o  t h i s  model, a r e  t o  be assessed 

against  t h e  world v i a  considered judgements o r  observation reports .  

I t  is  incumbent upon t h e o r i s t s  who deny t h a t  considered judgements, 

under spec i f ied  condit ions,  a r e  ind ica tors  of r e a l i t y ,  t o  specify - why 

considered judgements a r e  t o  be t r ea t ed  a s  assessing standards. Such 

theo r i s t s  might contend, f o r  example, t h a t  considered judgements a r e  

assessing standards because they a r e  c red ib le ,  leaving it open t h a t  an 

account of t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  of considered judgements might be given without 

invoking realism. We w i l l  have a l o t  more t o  say on t h e  i s sue  of why 

theo r i s t s  might be inc l ined  t o  t r e a t  considered judgements a s  assessing 

standards i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium theor ies  i n  the  next chapter. 

Third, we can d i s t inguish  between conservative wide r e f l e c t i v e  

equilibrium t h e o r i s t s  who p e r m i t  extensive revis ion of t he  i n i t i a l  s e t  of 

considered judgements and t h e o r i s t s  who do not. I f  these t h e o r i s t s  a re  

coherence t h e o r i s t s ,  "permission" i s  t o  be understood i n  terms of basic  

methodology: Judgements and theo r i e s  a r e  t o  be revised u n t i l  they " f i t "  

together i n  a coherent system. Let us c a l l  t h e  former type of t h e o r i s t s  

cons t ruc t iv i s t s  o r  r e v i s i o n i s t s ,  and t h e  l a t t e r  type of t h e o r i s t s  non- 

rev is ion is t s .  We can a l s o  d i s t inguish  between type 1 and type 2 rev is ion is t s .  

Type 1 r e v i s i o n i s t s  permit extensive revis ion of both t h e  i n i t i a l  s e t  of 

considered judgements and those  considered judgements held i n  wide 

r e f l ec t i ve  equilibrium. Perhaps they do t h i s  because they wish t o  dis tance 

themselves from foundational t heo r i s t s .  In  addi t ion,  revis ion of judgements 



i n  equ i l i b r ium may b e  j u s t i f i e d  on t h e  b a s i s  t h a t  equ i l i b r ium i s  

lgdynamic". Such t h e o r i s t s  may c l a im t h a t  r e v i s i o n  o f  judgements i n  

equi l ibr ium may s e r v e  t o  improve o v e r a l l  coherence.  On t h e  o t h e r  hand, 

type 2 r e v i s i o n i s t s  r e s t r i c t  r e v i s i o n  t o  t h e  i n i t i a l  s e t  o f  cons idered  

judgements, i - e . ,  t o  t h e  s e t  o f  judgements h e l d  p r i o r  t o  achiev ing  

equi l ibr ium. I t a k e  Norman Danie ls  t o  be  a t y p e  1 r e v i s i o n i s t  t h e o r i s t .  

Having c h a r a c t e r i z e d  t h r e e  broad d i v i s i o n s  among conse rva t ive  wide 

r e f l e c t i v e  equ i l i b r ium t h e o r y ,  namely, founda t iona l  o r  non-foundat ional ,  

n a t u r a l i s t i c  o r  n o n - n a t u r a l i s t i c ,  and r e v i s i o n i s t  o r  non- rev i s ion i s t ,  it 

is i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e  t h a t  some conse rva t ive  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equ i l i b r ium 

t h e o r i e s ,  e x h i b i t i n g  c e r t a i n  combinat ions of  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a c r o s s  

d i v i s i o n s  seem prima f a c i e  t o  b e  untenable .  I w i l l  d i s c u s s  two such -- 

t h e o r i e s ,  a  naturalistic/revisionistic t h e o r y  and a foundat iona l /  

r e v i s i o n i s t i c  theory .  

Suppose, f o r  example, a conse rva t ive  t h e o r i s t  adopted t h e  

n a t u r a l i s t i c  model, and h e  pe rmi t t ed  e x t e n s i v e  r e v i s i o n  o f  bo th  t h e  

i n i t i a l  sets o f  cons ide red  judgements and t h o s e  cons ide red  judgements 

held i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium.  S ince  t h i s  t h e o r i s t  is  a n a t u r a l i s t ,  

he t a k e s  cons ide red  judgements,  under s p e c i f i e d  c o n d i t i o n s ,  t o  be  

i n d i c a t o r s  o f  moral f a c t .  L e t  u s  suppose t h i s  t h e o r i s t  contended t h a t  

considered judgements, perhaps  under s p e c i f i c  c o n d i t i o n s ,  a r e  i n d i c a t o r s  

of f a c t  p r i o r  t o  ach iev ing  equ i l i b r ium,  and he suppor ted  t h i s  con ten t ion  

by sound independent  reasoning .  Given t h a t  t h e s e  judgements a r e  i n d i c a t o r s  

of  f a c t ,  i f  t h i s  t h e o r i s t  were now t o  permi t  e x t e n s i v e  r e v i s i o n  o f  t h i s  

i n i t i a l  set o f  judgements, such r e v i s i o n  would be  tantamount t o  r e j e c t i n g  

t r u t h .  For example, i f  a t  t ime  t o n e ' s  b e l i e f s  o r  cons idered  judgements 
1 ' 



indicated f a c t s  f f 2 ,  f 3 ,  and a t  time t a f t e r  revis ion,  one's  b e l i e f s  
2 

indicated d i f f e r e n t  f ac t s ,  then it would appear t h a t  a t  d i f f e r en t  times, 

considered judgements would r e f l e c t  d i f f e r e n t  t r u th s .  And furthermore, 

the  example suggests t h a t  the  f a c t s  t h a t  considered judgements re f lec ted  

a t  tl, would be discarded. Of course, t he  t h e o r i s t  could always claim t h a t  

a t  time t he had made a mistake: He would have t o  claim t h a t  p r i o r  t o  1 

revis ion,  he had mistakenly believed t h a t  considered judgements indicated 

r ea l i t y .  But were he t o  do t h i s ,  then,  allowing f o r  t h e  pos s ib i l i t y  of 

revision a f t e r  t it would seem t h a t  r a the r  than claiming t h a t  considered 
2 

judgements a r e  ind ica tors  of f a c t ,  t he  t h e o r i s t  should more appropriately 

claim t h a t  he bel ieves  t h a t  considered judgements a r e  ind ica tors  of fac t .  

But i n  t h i s  case ,  theor ies  i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium would be 

assessed not against  moral f a c t s ,  but  against  psychological s t a t e s ,  namely, 

be l i e f s  of t h e o r i s t s .  And, on t he  face of it, t h i s  seems untenable; it 

is  not normally t h e  case t h a t  we take  theor ies  t o  be assessed against  t he  . 

mere b e l i e f s  of agents. 

I f ,  on t h e  other  hand, t h e  t h e o r i s t  contended t h a t  considered 

judgements indicated moral f a c t s  only i n  equilibrium, then once equilibrium 

obtained, he would have l i t t l e ,  i f  any, reason t o  extensively rev ise  these 

judgements. Again, revis ion of these judgements, under these conditions, 

would be analogous t o  re jec t ing  t ru th .  I t  would seem t h a t  a conservative 

t heo r i s t  would do bes t  were he t o  claim t h a t  it i s  only considered 

judgements i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium t h a t  a r e  ind ica tors  of f a c t ,  and 

were he t o  r e s t r i c t  rev i s ion  t o  t he  i n i t i a l  s e t  of considered judgements. 

Such a t h e o r i s t  could permit extensive revis ion of considered judgements 

i n  reaching equilibrium, but once equilibrium has been reached, he would 

permit only minimal revision.  I f  he were t o  do t h i s ,  he would i n  e f f ec t  



be endorsing t h e  pos i t ion  t h a t  it is only considered judgements i n  wide 

equilibrium t h a t  can be used a s  assess ing standards. However, 

i n  chapter (41, when I discuss  t h e  "Revis ion is t ' s  dilemma", I w i l l  argue 

t h a t  it i s  implausible f o r  a conservative t h e o r i s t  t o  take a s e t  of 

=onsidered judgements t o  be leg i t imate  assessing standards i f  and only i f  

i n  wide r e f l ec t i ve  equilibrium. 

The conservative might reply  t h a t  t h e  above objection assumes t h a t  

a judgement's being an ind ica tor  of r e a l i t y  implies t h a t  it indicates  o r  

r e f l e c t s  t r u th .  This assumption, he might claim, i s  unwarranted, s ince 

an ind ica tor  of r e a l i t y  need not be an i n f a l l i b l e  indicator .  The conservative 

might hold t h a t  it su f f i ce s  t h a t  we take it t h a t  considered judgements 

a re  ind ica tors  of moral r e a l i t y  i n  t h a t  one i s  always reasonable t o  believe 

a considered judgement. 

The p l a u s i b i l i t y  of this reply depends on how one i s  t o  construe 

"reasonable". For example, with physical  theory,  it can be argued t h a t  

one i s  reasonable t o  bel ieve t h a t  an observation report  indicates  r e a l i t y  

i n  t h a t  causal  explanations a r e  ava i lab le  t o  t h i s  e f f ec t .  But what 

account of reasonabi l i ty  does t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  conservative of fe r?  In  

the  absence of any p laus ib le  account, t h e  conservative 's  reply loses  force. 

A s  a second example, consider a foundational/revisionistic theory. 

According t o  such a theory, a s e t  of considered judgements is  t o  be used 

a s  an assessing standard i n  v i r t u e  of i ts  members being basic o r  se l f -  

j u s t i f i ed .  Suppose t h a t  t h e  i n i t i a l  s e t  ( a  ) of considered judgements 
1 

were considered t o  be basic.  Then, extensive revis ion of t h i s  s e t  would 

be tantamount t o  a l t e r i n g ,  and hence re jec t ing ,  t h e  very standards against  

which theor ies  a r e  t o  be assessed. I f ,  f o r  example, having es tabl ished 



that judgements jl, j2, .... 
j n 

were b a s i c ,  and i f  one were t o  r e v i s e  

these  judgements thereby ob ta in ing  judgements a 1, a2,  .... a 
n ' t hen  one 

would be assess ing  t h e o r i e s  a g a i n s t  s tandards  t h a t  were not  l e g i t i m a t e  

assess ing  s tandards ,  s i n c e  according t o  t h e  theory ,  it is jl, j2, ... 
j n 

t h a t  a r e  t h e  b a s i c  judgements. 

It w i l l  n o t  do f o r  t h e  conservat ive  t o  r ep ly  t h a t  bas ic  judgements 

a r e  not  n e c e s s a r i l y  i n c o r r i g i b l e  and t h e r e f o r e  not  immune t o  revis ion:  The 

most p l a u s i b l e  t y p e  o f  r e v i s i o n  i s  theory-based. But i f  a l l eged ly  s e l f -  

j u s t i f i e d  judgements can be  r e v i s e d  by t h e o r e t i c a l  cons idera t ions ,  then  

it would seem t h a t  t h e s e  judgements a r e  - not  s e l f - j u s t i f i e d .  This  is  

because t h e i r  s t a t u s  a s  a l l e g e d l y  b a s i c  judgements would then depend on 

t h e o r e t i c a l  cons idera t ions .  

Suppose, on t h e  o t h e r  hand, t h e  theory  spec i f i ed  t h a t  it is only 

considered judgements i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium t h a t  a r e  bas ic ,  and 

consequently, t h a t  on ly  t h i s  s e t  of  considered judgements should be used 

a s  assess ing  s tandards .  I n  t h i s  case ,  t h e  theory  would have t o  r e s t r i c t  

revis ion  t o  t h e  i n i t i a l  set of  considered judgements. It appears prima 

f a c i e  t h a t  t h e  most p l a u s i b l e  ve r s ion  of  a foundational/revisionistic 

theory i s  a ve r s ion  according t o  which only  those  considered judgements 

i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium a r e  t o  be  taken a s  b a s i c ,  and according t o  

which r e v i s i o n  i s  t o  be  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  t h e  i n i t i a l  set of considered 

judgements. 

3 .  A Poss ib le  Inconsis tency I n  The Rawls/Daniels Theory 

It i s  c l e a r  t h a t  Danie ls  is a r e v i s i o n i s t  conservat ive  t h e o r i s t :  

he permits  extens ive  r e v i s i o n  o f  both t h e  i n i t i a l  set of considered 

judgements t h a t  one holds  and t h e  s e t  o f  considered judgements t h a t  one 
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would hold i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium. On t h e  i s sue  of whether 

considered judgements a r e  ind ica tors  of moral f a c t ,  Daniels' pos i t ion  

i s  t h a t  : 

" I t  is  p l aus ib l e  t o  th ink t h a t  only t h e  development of acceptable 
moral theory i n  wide r e f l ec t i ve  equilibrium w i l l  enable us t o  
determine what kind of ' f a c t ' ,  i f  any, i s  involved i n  a considered 
moral judgement. " (p. 271) 

In  addit ion,  Daniels purports t o  be a coherence t h e o r i s t  and he f inds  it 

una t t rac t ive  t o  g ran t  t o  considered judgements, o r  t o  moral p r inc ip les ,  

a pr ivi leged epistemological s t a t u s  (p. 257). This suggests t h a t  Daniels 

wishes t o  adopt a theory t h a t  is  non-foundational and type 1 rev i s ion i s t i c .  

Before proceeding t o  t h e  next chapter,  we might pause t o  consider a 

possible problem t h a t  a r i s e s  f o r  a t h e o r i s t  l i k e  Daniels who a l leges  t h a t  

he i s  a coherence t h e o r i s t  and who u t i l i z e s  a conservative wide r e f l ec t i ve  

equilibrium model f o r  theory j u s t i f i c a t i o n  i n  e thics .  

A s  contended i n  t h e  l a s t  chapter,  an e s sen t i a l  feature  of a coherence ' 

theory i s  t h a t  such a theory i n i t i a l l y  assigns t o  every be l i e f  o r  

proposition t h e  same epistemic s t a t u s  as  it assigns t o  every o ther  be l ie f .  

In  conservative wide r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium theor ies ,  considered judgements 

.assume the r o l e  of assess ing standards. But i f  such judgements a r e  t o  

assume the  r o l e  of assess ing standards,  they must have a d i f f e r en t  

epistemic s t a t u s  from moral judgements t h a t  a r e  not considered, i . e .  

according t o  such theo r i e s ,  considered judgements w i l l  be epistemologically 

privileged.  But i f  t h i s  i s  t he  case,  then there  appears t o  be an inconsis- 

tency i n  being a coherence t h e o r i s t  who uses considered judgements a s  

assessing standards.  I n  f a c t ,  i f  considered judgements a r e  t o  be used 

a s  assessing s tandards ,  and i f  considered judgements have epistemic 



priority over moral judgements that are not considered, then considered 

judgements in wide reflective equilibrium theories can be regarded as 

providing a foundation on the basis of which all justification rests. 

  his foundation need not be a "strong" foundation: As we have seen, 

there is no incompatibility in being a foundational theorist and in 

permitting extensive revision of the initial set of considered judgements. 

We suggested above that the most plausible version of a foundation/ 

revisionistic theory is a theory which confines revision to the initial 

set of considered judgements, and which holds that it is only those 

considered judgements in wide reflective equilibrium that are to be used 

as assessing standards, in virtue of being basic. In summary, I am 

claiming that it is more appropriate to regard Daniels as a weak 

foundational/revisionistic theorist than as a non-foundational/revisionistic 

theorist. 

The import of this criticism is not merely terminological, i-e., it 

does not merely suggest a reclassification of ~aniels as not being a "pure" 

coherentist. This criticism, if cogent, bears on two important issues. 

First, I suggested that a theorist who is a foundational/revisionist 

would most plausibly contend that it is only considered judgements in 

wide reflective equilibrium that are to be used as assessing standards. 

However, in chapter (4) I will argue that any theory committed to this 

position runs afoul of the "Revisionist's dilemma". And second, the 

criticism suggests that Daniels' theory of justification is a derivative 

theory: Daniels must presuppose, prior to applying his criterion of 

justification, that considered judgements as a type, are suitable 

candidates for assessing standards; it must be presupposed that considered 



judgements possess  an epistemic p r i o r i t y  over non-considered judgements. 

A r a t i o n a l e  w i l l  be requi red  t o  j u s t i f y  t h e  use  o f  considered judgements 

a s  a s sess ing  standards.  But i f  t h e  very  s tandards  a g a i n s t  which a 

moral i ty  is  t o  be assessed a r e  i n  need of independent j u s t i f i c a t i o n ,  then 

t h i s  sugges ts  t h a t  conservat ive  wide r e f l e c t i v e  t h e o r i e s  a r e  d e r i v a t i v e  

t h e o r i e s  of j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  I suspect  they w i l l  be d e r i v a t i v e  i n  t h e  

sense t h a t  most of t h e i r  j u s t i f i c a t o r y  f o r c e  w i l l  d e r i v e  from t h e  

independent t h e o r i z i n g  requi red  t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h a t  considered judgements 

themselves can be adequately t r e a t e d  a s  a s sess ing  standards.  The next 

chapter  w i l l  assume t h e  burden of a t  l e a s t  p a r t l y  s u b s t a n t i a t i n g  these  

claims. 
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Chapter 4 

CONSIDERED JUDGEMENTS AS ASSESSING STANDARDS 

I t  i s  common p rac t i ce  i n  moral philosophy t o  assess  spec i f ic  moral 

p r inc ip les  by considering whether such pr inc ip les  cohere, or "match", 

o r  " f i t "  with our moral convictions. A "mismatch" between pr inc ip le  

and conviction gives us  prima f a c i e  grounds f o r  impugning the  pr inc ip le  -- 
i n  question. That t h i s  is  so lends credence t o  t he  view t h a t  considered 

judgements i n  conservative theor ies  of e th i c s  assume the  r o l e  of assessing 

standards. John Rawls acknowledges t h i s  when he affirms t h a t  

"There is  a d e f i n i t e  i f  l imited c l a s s  of f a c t s  against  which 
conjectured p r inc ip l e s  can be checked, namely our considered 
judgements i n  r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium." (p.51) i 

It i s  not very cont rovers ia l  t h a t  our moral convictions a r e  t r ea t ed  

a s  standards against  which mora l i t i e s  can be assessed i n  t he  wide 

r e f l ec t i ve  equilibrium theo r i e s  of Rawls and Norman ~ a n i e l s . ~  What 

is  controvers ia l  i s  why - these  t h e o r i s t s  th ink it appropriate t o  regard 

considered judgements a s  assess ing standards. Neither Rawls nor Daniels 

is  c l e a r  on t h i s  i s sue .  

I n  t h i s  chapter,  I wish t o  do two things .  F i r s t ,  I wish t o  explore 

why considered judgements might be used a s  assessing standards i n  wide 

1 
r e f l ec t i ve  equilibrium theor ies  . I adopt t he  following s t ra tegy:  There 

appears t o  be an analogy, i f  only a rough one, between theory assessment 

- 
i n  science and wide r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium theory assessment i n  e thics .  

Taking considered judgements t o  be t h e  rough analogues of observation 

reports ,  we might f i r s t  question why observation reports  a r e  used a s  

standards against  which s c i e n t i f i c  theor ies  a r e  assessed, and then 



consider whether it i s  p l a u s i b l e  t h a t  considered judgements can be  used 

a s  a s sess ing  s tandards  f o r  s i m i l a r  reasons.  I s h a l l  suggest  t h a t  

observat ion  r e p o r t s  can b e  used a s  a s sess ing  s tandards  i f  they a re :  

(i) taken t o  c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  explananda, o r ,  (ii) they a r e  c r e d i b l e ,  o r ,  

(iii) they a r e  i n d i c a t o r s  of r e a l i t y .  These t h r e e  c r i t e r i a  a r e  no t  meant 

t o  be mutually exclus ive .  A c r e d i b i l i t y  s t o r y  f o r  observat ion  r e p o r t s ,  f o r  

example, might appeal  t o  rea l i sm.  Nor do I wish t o  suggest  t h a t  t h e s e  

c r i t e r i a  a r e  exhaust ive.  There may wel l  be a d d i t i o n a l  reasons f o r  using 

observation r e p o r t s  a s  a s sess ing  s tandards ,  but  t h e  t h r e e  c r i t e r i a  I 

have adduced seem t o  be  t h e  most ph i losoph ica l ly  s i g n i f i c a n t .  I w i l l  then  

a s s e s s  t h e  p l a u s i b i l i t y  of supposing t h a t  considered judgements can be 

used a s  a s sess ing  s tandards  by v i r t u e  of being explananda, o r  c r e d i b l e ,  

o r  i n d i c a t o r s  of r e a l i t y ,  and i f  they  a r e  used i n  any one of  t h e s e  ways, 

what t h e  impl ica t ions  a r e  f o r  theory  assessment i n  e t h i c s  i f  one u t i l i z e s  

a wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium model. 

Second, I w i l l  ques t ion  t h e  t e n a b i l i t y  of  t h e  Rawls/Daniels theory  

of moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n  by suggest ing two dilemmas f o r  t h i s  theory ,  t h e  

"Conservatives 's  dilemma" and t h e  "Rev i s ion i s t ' s  dilemma". The conse rva t ive ' s  

dilemma a f f e c t s  a l l  conservat ive  t h e o r i e s  of wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium,  

whereas t h e  R e v i s i o n i s t ' s  dilemma i s  l imi ted  i n  scope, and a f f e c t s  only 

r e v i s i o n i s t  conservat ive  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equil ibrium t h e o r i e s .  

1. Considered Judgements A s  Explananda 

Observation r e p o r t s  might be used a s  "assess ing  standards" a g a i n s t  

which s c i e n t i f i c  t h e o r i e s  a r e  assessed i f  t h e  observat ion  r e p o r t s  a r e  

taken t o  be  t h e  explananda. But t h i s  sentence is ambiguous. I t  i s  open 

t o  a t  l e a s t  t h r e e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s :  F i r s t ,  we can t a k e  t h e  sentence t o  
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imply t h a t  t he  explanandum is  a psychological s t a t e ,  i . e . ,  t he  explanandum 

is - t h e  be l i e f  expressed i n  t h e  report .  Second, we might i n t e rp re t  the  

sentence a s  claiming t h a t  what i s  reported i n  t h e  report  i s  t h e  explanandum. 
-7 

And t h i r d ,  t h e  sentence can be interpreted a s  implying t h a t  t he  explanandum 

i s  a speech a c t  - it i s  t h e  making of t h e  observation report  t h a t  is  t h e  

explanandum. Let us consider the  p l a u s i b i l i t y  of each of these  interpreta-  

t ions. 

According t o  t h e  f i r s t  in te rpre ta t ion ,  the  explanandum i s  the  bel ief  

expressed i n  t h e  report .  This in te rpre ta t ion  is  dubious s ince we do not 

normally take  our s c i e n t i f i c  theor ies  t o  be assessed against  t he  mere 

be l i e f s  of people, even i n t e l l i g e n t  people, but against  what there  r e a l l y  

- 
is in t h e  world. We take  our s c i e n t i f i c  theor ies  t o  be assessed against  

rea l i ty .  This suggests t h a t  t h e  second in t e rp re t a t i on  i s  more promising. 

According t o  the  second in te rpre ta t ion ,  what is  reported i n  t h e  

reports i s  t h e  explanandum. But i f  t h i s  is t rue ,  t h e  repor t s  must be 

taken t o  be ve r id i ca l  i n  order  t o  be explananda and t h i s  seems t o  collapse 

the  d i s t i nc t i on  between using observation repor t s  a s  assessing standards 

i n  v i r t ue  of t h e  repor t s  being explananda, and i n  v i r t u e  of t h e  repor t s  

being ind ica tors  of r e a l i t y .  Nevertheless, t h i s  i n t e rp re t a t i on  seems 

credible. 

We can a t t e s t  t o  i t s  c r e d i b i l i t y  by observing t h e  p a r t  played by 

what i s  reported i n  observation reports  i n  accounts of s c i e n t i f i c  

explanation. According t o  a popular, although controvers ia l  theory of 

explanation, t h e  deductive nornological theory, an event o r  regula r i ty  is  

explained i f  t h e  proposi t ion t h a t  it occurs can be deduced from appropriate 

covering laws and statements of fact .  In  tu rn ,  r e g u l a r i t i e s  t h a t  can be 



expressed i n  t h e  form of empirical  laws can themselves be explained by 

subsumption under t h e o r e t i c a l  laws. 

Typica l ly ,  a good theory  w i l l  o f f e r  a systematized u n i f i e d  account 

o f  d i v e r s e  phenomena. Newton's theory  of motion and g r a v i t a t i o n ,  f o r  

3 
example, a s   emp pel i n d i c a t e s ,  accounts f o r  a number of r e g u l a r i t i e s  such 

a s  those  exh ib i t ed  by f r e e  f a l l i n g  o b j e c t s ,  t h e  simple pendulum, t h e  motion 

of t h e  p l a n e t s ,  t h e  t i d e s ,  e t c .  

This  sys temat iz ing  o r  uni fy ing c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of a good theory 

enables us  t o  g ive  another  sense  t o  t h e  not ion  t h a t  what is  repor ted  i n  

observat ion  r e p o r t s  can be  used a s  a s sess ing  s tandards :  I n  t h e  f i r s t  way, 

they can be  used a s  "assess ing  standards" simply because they can be 

subsumed under theory;  t h e  theory expla ins  t h e  phenomena we a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  

in .  The terms "assess ing standard" when used i n  t h e  f i r s t  way can be 

misleading. Perhaps here  we should say  t h a t  t h e  events  o r  t h e  r e g u l a r i t i e s  

t h a t  observat ion  s ta tements  r e p o r t  fu rn i sh  t h e  d a t a  on t h e  b a s i s  of which 

a theory  i s  const ructed .  I n  t h e  second way, given t h e  systematizing- 

unifying func t ion  of t h e o r i e s ,  i f  a theory T accounts  f o r  a l a r g e r  range 
1 

of phenomena than an a l t e r n a t e  theory  T o t h e r  t h i n g s  equal ,  
2' 

T1 is t o  be 

p r e f e r r e d  t o  T The explananda f o r c e  t h e  choice ,  so  t o  speak, between 
2 ' 

T and T2. 
1 

Before we consider  t h e  t h i r d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of t h e  claim t h a t  

observat ion  r e p o r t s  a r e  explananda, l e t  u s  examine t h e  analogous s i t u a t i o n  

i n  moral theory ,  where what i s  repor ted  by considered judgements is t h e  

r e l e v a n t  explanandum. That is  t o  say,  i n  moral theory ,  t h e o r i s t s  might 

claim t h a t  considered judgements a r e  t r e a t e d  a s  a s sess ing  s tandards  

because what i s  repor ted  by t h e  judgements is  taken t o  c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  



explanandum. But i n  making such a claim, t h e  t h e o r i s t  must presuppose 

moral real ism. H e  must, f o r  example, presuppose t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a f a c t  

of  t h e  ma t t e r  a s  t o  whether c a p i t a l  punishment i s  wrong. However, i n  

t h e  absence of  good arguments f o r  moral rea l i sm,  a t h e o r i s t  would not  be 

j u s t i f i e d  i n  presupposing t h e  ex i s t ence  of moral f a c t s ,  and consequently, 

he would no t  be j u s t i f i e d  i n  us ing considered judgements a s  a s sess ing  

s tandards  i f  h i s  r a t i o n a l e  f o r  doing s o  were t h a t  considered judgements 

a r e  t o  c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  explananda. Of course ,  a wide r e f l e c t i v e  equil ibrium 

t h e o r i s t  can hypothesize t h a t  moral r ea l i sm i s  c o r r e c t ,  and hypothesize 

t h a t  considered judgements, under s p e c i f i e d  cond i t ions ,  a r e  i n d i c a t o r s  of 

f a c t .  On t h e  b a s i s  of t h e s e  hypotheses, he could then theor ize  t h a t  considered 

judgements a r e  t o  be t r e a t e d  a s  a s sess ing  s tandards .  But i n  s o  f a r  a s  he 

does t h i s ,  t h e  l eg i t ima te  u s e  of what considered judgements r e p o r t  a s  

explananda w i l l  be cont ingent  on whether moral rea l i sm is  t r u e .  And un l ike  

non-moral rea l i sm,  t h e  i s s u e  of  whether moral rea l i sm i s  t r u e  i s  very 

con t rovers i a l .  

Regarding t h e  second op t ion  a s  t o  what c o n s t i t u t e s  t h e  explananda, 

a t h e o r i s t  can deny t h a t  i n  t ak ing  what is  repor ted  by considered 

judgements a s  t h e  explananda, he  must presuppose moral real ism. He can 

deny t h i s  by reminding us  about phenomenalism i n  epistemology. According 

t o  t h e  phenomenalist, a l l  t a l k  about m a t e r i a l  o b j e c t s  can be reduced, 

without  l o s s  of content ,  i n t o  t a l k  about sensa t ions ,  o r  sensa,  o r  perceptions.  

The phenomenalist, un l ike  t h e  p h y s i c a l i s t ,  can contend t h a t  t h e o r i e s  i n  

sc ience  a r e  t o  be assessed a g a i n s t  sensa;  they  a r e  t o  be assessed aga ins t  

sensa s i n c e  t h e  contents  of  observat ion  r e p o r t s  a r e  nothing over and above 

sensa. 



In  an analogous way, t he  moral t h e o r i s t  may wish t o  espouse a form 

of "moral phenomenalism". He may, f o r  example, claim t h a t  t a l k  about 

what is  reported by considered judgements can be reduced without l o s s  of 

content i n t o  t a l k  about "moral sensa". But such a theory would be 

incredible s ince it would pos tu la te  t h e  existence of unobservable, unknown 

and mysterious moral sensa. An a l t e r n a t e ,  more plausible  theory of "moral 

phenomenalism" would be a theory according t o  which a l l  t a l k  involving 

moral predicates  could be reduced, without l o s s  of content, i n t o  t a l k  about 

the  a t t i t u d e s  of an i d e a l  observer. For example, such a theory might hold 

t h a t  "X i s  good" means " I f  t he re  were an i dea l  observer, he would have a 

pro a t t i t u d e  towards X. 
5 

l t 4   oder rick F i r t h ,  who develops a version of 

- 
ideal-observer theory,  lists t h e  following a s  e s sen t i a l  fea tures  of the  

idea l  observer: He is  omniscient regarding non-ethical f ac t s ,  he is  

omnipercipient, he is d i s in t e r e s t ed ,  he is  dispassionate,  he i s  consis tent  

and he i s  normal i n  o ther  respects.  

An advocate of ideal-observer theory may suggest t h a t  moral theor ies  

i n  an equilibrium a r e  t o  be  assessed against  t he  a t t i t udes  of an i dea l  

observer. The re levant  explananda would be t he  a t t i t u d e s  of an i dea l  

observer. 

However, i f  what i s  reported by considered judgements a re  t he  

a t t i t udes  of i d e a l  observers,  then moral theory need not f igure  i n  an 

explanation of t he se  a t t i t u d e s .  What would explain t h e  a t t i t udes  of 

idea l  observers need not be  moral theory,  but psychological and sociological  

theory, together with t h e  cons t r a in t s  imposed on what it is t o  be an i dea l  

observer. I t  i s  log i ca l l y  poss ib le  t h a t  d i f f e r en t  i dea l  observers, desp i te  

the  constra ints  they must s a t i s f y  i n  order t o  be i dea l  observers, could 



d i sagree  about moral ques t ions .  Di f fe ren t  i d e a l  observers  could have 

d i f f e r e n t  a t t i t u d e s  towards t h e  same moral i s sue .  An i d e a l  observer ,  

f o r  example, brought up i n  a r e l i g i o u s  environment might have a negat ive  

a t t i t u d e  towards abor t ion ,  w h i l s t  some o t h e r  observer ,  brought up under 

d i f f e r e n t  cond i t ions ,  might have a p o s i t i v e  a t t i t u d e .  Moral theory  would 

be  re l evan t  t o  expla in ing t h e  a t t i t u d e s  of i d e a l  observers ,  i f  t h e  b e s t  

explanation of  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e s  presupposed t h e  ex i s t ence  of moral f a c t s  

which c a u s a l l y  inf luenced t h e i r  a t t i t u d e s .  But it i s  no t  open t o  a 

"moral phenomenalist" t o  argue i n  t h i s  way - one cannot both be a moral 

phenomenalist and espouse moral real ism. 

So f a r  we have considered two i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of t h e  proposal  t h a t  

observation r e p o r t s  a r e  t o  be  used a s  a s sess ing  s tandards  i f  they  a r e  

taken t o  be  t h e  explananda. We have argued t h a t  considered judgements 

cannot be used a s  a s sess ing  s tandards  f o r  s i m i l a r  reasons. Now, we t u r n  

t o  t h e  f i n a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  According t o  t h e  t h i r d  and f i n a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

of t h e  claim t h a t  observat ion  r e p o r t s  a r e  t o  be  used a s  a s sess ing  s tandards  

i n  v i r t u e  of  being explananda, it i s  t h e  making of t h e  observat ion  r e p o r t  

t h a t  i s  t h e  explanandum. This  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  a l s o  p l a u s i b l e ,  bu t  i ts  

p l a u s i b i l i t y  depends on presupposing non-moral real ism. This  needs t o  be  

explained. 

Consider t h e  following: A p h y s i c i s t  expounds a c e r t a i n  theory  

according t o  which protons  e x i s t .  Can t h e  making of an observat ion  r e p o r t  

be used a s  confirming evidence f o r  t h e  theory16 I f  it can, then t h e  

making of  an  observat ion  r e p o r t  can be used a s  a s tandard  a g a i n s t  which 

s c i e n t i f i c  p r i n c i p l e s  a r e  assessed.  

I n  sc ience ,  it appears t h a t  t h e  making of  an observat ion  r e p o r t  can 



be used a s  confirming evidence f o r  t h e o r e t i c a l  p r i n c i p l e s .  To s e e  t h i s  

consider  how o u r  p h y s i c i s t  would go about t e s t i n g  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  

protons e x i s t .  Given h i s  t h e o r e t i c a l  

he s e t s  up an appropr ia t e  experiment, 

7 
us  adopt G i l b e r t  Harman's suggest ion 

knowledge, l e t  u s  suppose t h a t  

a cloud chamber experiment. Let  

t h a t  we can t a k e  an observation 

i n  t h e  r e l e v a n t  sense t o  be  "an immediate judgement made i n  response t o  

t h e  s i t u a t i o n  wi thout  any conscious reasoning having taken p lace ."  (p.61 

Seeing a vapour t r a i l  i n  t h e  cloud chamber, our  p h y s i c i s t  makes t h e  

fol lowing observation:  "There goes a proton." The making of t h e  observation 

is confirming evidence f o r  phys ica l  theory which p o s t u l a t e s  t h e  exis tence  

of protons.  I t  is confirming evidence s i n c e  phys ica l  theory expla ins  why 

t h e  s c i e n t i s t ,  i n  t h e  r e l e v a n t  s i t u a t i o n ,  makes t h e  observation t h a t  he 

does make and exp la ins  t h i s  i n  t h e  following way: The theory p o s t u l a t e s  

t h e  ex i s t ence  o f  protons  and expla ins  t h e  meaning of  t h e  term 'proton ' .  

The proton exp la ins  t h e  appearance of  t h e  vapour t r a i l ;  and t h e  vapour 

t r a i l  t o g e t h e r  wi th  f a c t s  about h i s  phychology and physiology expla ins  

why t h e  s c i e n t i s t  makes t h e  observat ion  t h a t  he does make. 

I n  summary, phys ica l  p r i n c i p l e s  l i k e  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  protons  e x i s t ,  

a r e  t e s t e d  a g a i n s t  t h e  world v i a  t h e  making of observat ion  r e p o r t s ,  under 

r e l evan t  condi t ions .  The making of observat ion  r e p o r t s  can be used a s  

e v i d e n t i a l  support  f o r  o r  a g a i n s t  phys ica l  theory  s i n c e  physica l  f a c t s  

pos tu la ted  by p h y s i c a l  theory  provide t h e  b e s t  explanation f o r  t h e  making 

of t h e s e  r e p o r t s .  Consequently, t h e  making o f  observat ion  r e p o r t s  can 

be used a s  a s s e s s i n g  s tandards  f o r  physica l  theory. 

Consider, now, t h e  moral case .  I n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equil ibrium 

t h e o r i e s ,  it might be claimed t h a t  considered judgements a r e  t o  be  



t rea ted  a s  assessing standards because t h e  making of these  considered 

judgements cons t i tu tes  explananda. I n  a c e r t a i n  socie ty ,  f o r  example, 

it w i l l  be discerned t h a t  t h e  members of t h e  soc ie ty  display ce r t a in  

moral behaviour. Under specif ied circumstances, f o r  ins tance,  it might 

be noted t h a t  t he  members a r e  disposed t o  make the  judgements, "Stealing 

i s  wrongn, "Abortion is  wrong", " cap i t a l  punishment i s  wrong". A theory 

is sought t h a t  explains.why the  members, under specif ied condit ions,  make 

the  judgements t h a t  they do make. The spec i f ied  condit ions would include 

such condit ions a s  t h e  judgements having been made when the  agents were 

calm and i n  possession of adequate information. 

I n  Daniels'  r e v i s i o n i s t  model of wide r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium, a 

considerable rev is ion  of t h e  i n i t i a l  s e t  of judgements is  permitted. 

W e  a r e  t o  imagine t h e  t h e o r i s t  working back and fo r th ,  making per t inent  

adjustments t o  background theory, p r inc ip l e s ,  and considered judgements 

u n t i l  an equilibrium point  i s  reached. The f a c t  t h a t  Daniels permits 

extensive rev is ion  of t h e  i n i t i a l  s e t  of considered judgements makes 

it implausible t o  suppose t h a t  t h e  making of t h i s  s e t  of considered 

judgements i n  t h e  r e v i s i o n i s t  model i s  t o  be construed a s  explanandum. 

To suppose this would simply amount t o  d iver t ing  a t t en t ion  t o  the  making 

of an i r r e l evan t  s e t  of considered judgements. 

A wide r e f l e c t i v e  equilibrium t h e o r i s t ,  however, may wish t o  claim 

t h a t  it i s  only t h e  making of considered judgements - i n  wide r e f l ec t i ve  

equilibrium t h a t  i s  t o  be used a s  explanandum. However, a number of 

problems may a r i s e  i f  t h e  t h e o r i s t  wishes t o  adhere t o  t h i s  posit ion.  

F i r s t ,  a t  t h e  ou tse t  of theor iz ing,  a t h e o r i s t  might assume a high degree 

of "foundationalism", t h a t  is t o  say, he  might assume t h a t  h i s  morality 



is  more o r  l e s s  co r rec t .  I f  we a r e  t o  regard  t h e  wide r e f l e c t i v e  

equi l ibr ium program a s  a program of moral explanat ion ,  such a t h e o r i s t  

might argue t h a t  it i s  t h e  making of  t h e  i n i t i a l  s e t  of  considered 

judgements t h a t  r e q u i r e  explanat ion  and no t  t h e  making of some a l t e r n a t e  

set t h a t  emerges i n  equil ibrium. However, it must be noted t h a t  nothing 

compels a t h e o r i s t  t o  assume a high degree of "foundationalism". But 

secondly, i f  a t h e o r i s t  holds t h a t  it is only  t h e  making of considered 

judgements i n  equil ibrium t h a t  i s  t o  c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  explanandum, then he  

must hold t h a t  it i s  on ly  t h e  explananda i n  equi l ibr ium t h a t  can be  used 

a s  a s sess ing  standards.  But i f  he  does, I w i l l  argue, towards t h e  end 

of t h e  chap te r ,  t h a t  he runs a f o u l  of t h e  R e v i s i o n i s t ' s  dilemma. 

There a r e  a number of cons ide ra t ions  t h a t  m i l i t a t e  aga ins t  taking 

t h e  making of  considered judgements a s  explanandum. The most s e r i o u s  of  

t h e s e  cons idera t ions ,  a s  13arman8 i n d i c a t e s ,  p e r t a i n s  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  

moral theory  ( o r  moral p r i n c i p l e s )  need no t  f i g u r e  i n  an explanation o f  

why people make t h e  considered judgements, o r  t h e  moral observat ions ,  t h a t  

they make. I n  o the r  words, un l ike  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  i n  sc ience ,  moral 

observat ions ,  un less  moral rea l i sm i s  t r u e ,  need not  provide evidence f o r  

o r  aga ins t  moral theory  o r  moral p r i n c i p l e s .  To s e e  t h i s ,  consider  t h e  

9 
following example of Harman's: Rounding a corner ,  I s e e  some ch i ld ren  

pour gaso l ine  on a c a t  and i g n i t e  it. I spontaneously make t h e  moral 

observat ion ,  0, "The c h i l d r e n  a r e  wrong t o  s e t  t h e  c a t  on f i r e . "  What 

moral p r i n c i p l e ,  i f  any, expla ins  my making t h i s  observation? I t  might 

be thought t h a t  t h e  fol lowing p r i n c i p l e ,  P, s u f f i c e s :  " I t  i s  wrong t o  

cause unnecessary su f fe r ing . "  

However, p r i n c i p l e  P "explains" why it was wrong o f  t h e  ch i ld ren  



to s e t  t h e  c a t  on f i r e ,  b u t  it does not  expla in  my making t h e  observat ion  

o which is  t h e  r e l e v a n t  explanandum. What is  needed t o  expla in  my 

making observat ion  0 i s  my acceptance o f  p r i n c i p l e  P o r  my b e l i e f  i n  P and 

not P i t s e l f .  My acceptance of  P o r  my b e l i e f  i n  P, i n  t u r n ,  can b e  

explained by psychological  o r  s o c i o l o g i c a l  mechanisms. Unlike t h e  case  

i n  sc ience ,  where one has  t o  make assumptions about physica l  f a c t s  i n  

order  t o  expla in  t h e  occurrence o f  phys ica l  observat ions  t h a t  support  

s c i e n t i f i c  theory,  i n  t h e  moral c a s e ,  one does no t  need t o  assume anything 

about moral f a c t s  t o  expla in  t h e  occurrence of moral observations.  The 

occurrence of  moral observat ions  can be explained by assumptions about t h e  

psychology o r  moral s e n s i b i l i t y  of t h e  person making t h e  observation.  

But i f  t h i s  is  t r u e ,  then  moral theory  need not  be requi red  t o  expla in  

why a person makes t h e  moral observat ions  t h a t  he does make. Consequently, 

i f  t h e  making of moral observat ions  o r  considered judgements a r e  t o  be 

used a s  a s sess ing  s tandards  i n  v i r t u e  of  being explananda, it i s  un l ike ly  

t h a t  we w i l l  succeed i n  j u s t i f y i n g  a moral i ty .  

There i s  a second major reason why one might be r e l u c t a n t  t o  cons t rue  

t h e  making of  considered judgements a s  explanandum i n  a theory  of wide 

r e f l e c t i v e  equil ibrium. A wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium theory is  a theory 

of moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n ;  it is a theory  t h a t  purpor t s  t o  d e l i n e a t e  condi t ions  

under which a moral judgement is  j u s t i f i e d  f o r  a person. I f  t h e  making 

of considered judgements i n  such a theory  were t o  be t r e a t e d  a s  explanandum, 

then wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium theory  would be an explanatory theory of 

moral behaviour. However, t h e r e  i s  a d i s t i n c t i o n  between const ru ing a 

wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium theory  a s  a theory  o f  t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of  a 

moral i ty  and a s  a theory  of  t h e  explanation of  moral behaviour. That our  



making considered judgements can be explained no more j u s t i f i e s  them 

than t h a t  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  o u r  a s t r o l o g i c a l  judgements, o r  our  judgements 

about wi tches  can be  expla ined shows them t o  be j u s t i f i e d .  

Explanation would be  r e l e v a n t  t o  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  only i f  t h e  b e s t  

explanation of  our  making considered judgements, under s p e c i f i e d  condi t ions ,  

presupposed t h a t  cons idered  judgements were i n d i c a t o r s  of  r e a l i t y .  I f  

considered judgements were i n d i c a t o r s  of  moral f a c t ,  then under spec i f i ed  

condi t ions ,  one would be  a b l e  t o  explain t h e  making of a considered 

judgement by appea l  t o  t h e  r e l evan t  moral f a c t ,  j u s t  a s  i n  t h e  non-moral 

realm, one can exp la in  why a p h y s i c i s t ,  under r e l evan t  condi t ions ,  makes 

t h e  observat ions  t h a t  h e  does make, by appeal  t o  physica l  f a c t s .  

I n  summary, it is reasonable  t o  conclude, k t h e  absence of good 

arguments f o r  moral r ea l i sm,  t h a t  considered judgements cannot assume 

t h e  r o l e  of  a s s e s s i n g  s tandards  by v i r t u e  of being explananda i n  e i t h e r  of 

t h r e e  ways: The explananda cannot be t h e  b e l i e f s  expressed by t h e  judgements; 

they cannot be  what is repor ted  by considered judgements; nor can they b e  

t h e  making o f  cons idered  judgements. 

I f  what is repor ted  by considered judgements is  taken t o  be t h e  

explanandum, then ,  a s  i n d i c a t e d  e a r l i e r ,  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  between t h e  

"explanandum" c r i t e r i o n  and t h e  "real ism" c r i t e r i o n  seems unnecessary. 

However, I t h i n k  it is p r o f i t a b l e  t o  d i scuss  t h e s e  two c r i t e r i a  sepa ra te ly ,  

s ince  they r a i s e  d i f f e r e n t ,  though r e l a t e d  i s sues .  I n  t h e  next  sec t ion ,  

I consider  t h e  view t h a t  considered judgements a r e  t o  be used a s  a s sess ing  

standards in v i r t u e  o f  being i n d i c a t o r s  of  moral r e a l i t y .  

2. Considered Judgements A s  I n d i c a t o r s  Of Rea l i ty  

Observation r e p o r t s  might be  used a s  a s sess ing  s tandards  because 



they are taken to be indicators of non-moral reality. As we pointed out 

in the above section, scientific theories are to be assessed against the 

world. Analogously, one could theorize that considered judgements are 

to be used as assessing standards because what they report are taken to 

indicate moral reality. One might also try to account for the credibility 

of considered judgements by appeal to moral realism. 

However, there are three general problems with moral theories and 

moral realism that I wish to discuss in this section, problems that do not 

obviously arise in connection with non-moral theories and non-moral realism. 

We might define moral realism, very broadly, as the view that the 

truth of moral utterances is to consist in their correspondence with some 

mind-independent fact or state of affairs. Non-moral realism can be 

defined in an analogous way. 

The first problem concerns the type of moral fact considered 

judgements are supposed to indicate. With respect to non-moral realism, 

the corresponding facts are physical or naturalistic. Non-moral theories 

are assessed against an ontology that is amenable to scientific investigation. 

With moral realism, on the other hand, it is unclear whether the pertinent 

moral facts are physical or sui-generis. ~heorists who espouse moral 

realism disagree about the ontology of moral facts. For example, 

I I 
according to Nagel, moral facts are sui-generis, whereas according to 

~randt," moral facts are psychological. If a considered judgement is to be 

used as an assessing standard in virtue of the truth of its utterance corres- 

ponding to some type of fact in the world, one ought to know what type of 

fact is involved. It will not do to claim that a considered judgement is a 

bona fide assessing standard because the truth of its utterance corresponds -- 
to some type of fact but remains unclear as to what type of fact is 



involved, other  than t h e  (here) unhelpful character izat ion of it a s  

"moral". For one thing,  t h i s  would amount t o  claiming t h a t  we a r e  t o  

assess  our moral theor ies  against  standards whose type is  unknown. O r  

perhaps, more accurately,  t h e  type one might say i s  known: it is moral fac t s .  

The point  i s  t h a t  t h i s  character izat ion of them i s  unhelpful given the  

controversy about what "moral" f a c t s  are. For another thing,  t h i s  mode 

of reasoning would leave unanswered several  pressing questions such a s  

the  following: I f  considered judgements a r e  ind ica tors  of moral f a c t  

then, presumably, under specif ied condit ions,  one should be ab le  t o  explain 

t he  making of a considered judgement by appeal t o  the  relevant moral f a c t ,  

j u s t  a s  i n  t h e  non-moral realm, one can explain t he  making of an observation 

report  by appeal t o  physical  f ac t s .  But given t h e  controversy about what 

"moral" f a c t s  a r e ,  how can such an explanation be forthcoming? In  addi t ion 

i n  t h e  non-moral f i e l d ,  there  a r e  p laus ib le  considerations t h a t  substant ia te  

the  claim t h a t  observation repor t s ,  under specif ied condit ions,  indicate  

non-moral r e a l i t y .  However, i n  t he  moral f i e l d ,  i f  one assumes t h a t  

considered judgements ind ica te  moral f a c t s ,  and moreover, remains unclear 

a s  t o  whether these  f a c t s  a r e  psychological, o r  physiological ,  o r  sui-  

generis,  o r  what have you, then it i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  envision how one can 

provide ev iden t ia l  support f o r  t h e  claim t h a t  considered judgements 

ind ica te  f ac t s .  And i n  t he  absence of any such ev iden t ia l  support, why 

accept moral realism? 

The second problem t h a t  a r i s e s  with t he  proposal t h a t  considered 

judgements a r e  t o  be used a s  assessing standards i n  v i r t u e  of indicat ing 

f a c t s ,  i s  t h a t  i n  t h e  absence of arguments f o r  moral realism, t h i s  

proposal begs t he  question against  non-cognitivist meta-ethical theories.  



~ c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e s e  t h e o r i e s ,  e t h i c a l  terms a r e  n o t  f a c t - s t a t i n g  o r  

property-ascribing terms, and e t h i c a l  judgements cannot be t r u e  o r  

f a l s e .  To assume, ab i n i t i o ,  t h a t  moral judgements a r e  f a c t - s t a t i n g ,  

without  an  argument(s1 f o r  t h i s  assumption, nor an argument aga ins t  

non-cognitivism i s  unsound ph i losoph ica l  p r a c t i c e .  

And f i n a l l y ,  t h e  t h i r d  problem wi th  t h e  view t h a t  considered 

judgements i n d i c a t e  f a c t s  i s  t h a t  it begs t h e  ques t ion  aga ins t  t h e o r i s t s  
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l i k e  Richard Brandt,  and David Copp, who have argued t h a t  considered 

judgements a r e  no t  c red ib le ;  i . e . ,  one cannot argue t h a t  considered 

judgements a r e  c r e d i b l e  on t h e  b a s i s  t h a t  they i n d i c a t e  f a c t s  without 

begging t h e  quest ion.  Much more w i l l  be  s a i d  regarding considered 

judgements and t h e i r  c r e d i b i l i t y  i n  t h e  next  s e c t i o n .  

3. Considered Judgements And Credibi  l i t y  

A t h i r d  op t ion  i s  t o  c l a im t h a t  observat ion  r e p o r t s  a r e  t o  be  used 

a s  a s sess ing  s tandards  because they a r e  h ighly  c red ib le .  "Credible" is 

one of those  "umbrella" terms t h a t  can have var ious  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .  We 

could t ake  t h e  p ropos i t ion  "X is c red ib le"  t o  imply t h a t  "X i s  r e l i a b l e "  

o r  "X i s  not  e a s i l y  de feas ib le" .  I f  we d i d ,  an explanation would be  owed 

a s  t o  why observat ion  r e p o r t s  a r e  r e l i a b l e .  Causal explanations a r e  

genera l ly  o f f e r e d  i n  o r d e r  t o  account f o r  t h e i r  c r e d i b i l i t y .  These causal  

explanat ions  presuppose non-moral rea l i sm.  I n  h i s  appeal  t o  rea l i sm,  t h e  

t h e o r i s t  i n  sc ience  may wish t o  spec i fy  optimal  cond i t ions  under which 

observat ion  r e p o r t s  a r e  taken t o  be i n d i c a t o r s  o f  r e a l i t y .  An a l t e r n a t e  

account a s  t o  why observat ion  r e p o r t s  a r e  c r e d i b l e  might be o f fe red  but  

what such an account would b e  is  anyone's surmise. I t h i n k  t h e  most 

p l a u s i b l e  account o f  t h e  r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  observat ion  r e p o r t s  is  t h a t  they 



are  credible  because they a r e  ind ica tors  of r e a l i t y .  I t  i s  the  

presupposition t h a t  our observation repor t s  give us a "hook on t o  the  

world" t h a t  gives them t h e i r  c r ed ib i l i t y .  

Why does t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  of an observation report  o r  a considered 

judgement enable e i t h e r  one of them t o  be used a s  an assessing standard? 

If we take considered judgements o r  observation repor t s  t o  be credible  

because they a r e  taken t o  be ind ica tors  of r e a l i t y ,  then t he  answer is  

c lear :  They a r e  t o  be used a s  assess ing standards because they r e f l e c t  

what there  r e a l l y  is; our t heo r i e s  a r e  assessed against  t h e  world, and 

not against  standards t h a t  a r e  a rb i t r a ry .  

The moral t h e o r i s t  might hold t h a t  considered judgements a r e  used 

- 
a s  assessing standards because they a r e  credible.  Of course, we need t o  

understand how "credible" i s  t o  be in te rpre ted  i n  the  context of moral 

theory. I f  "credible" i s  t o  be  construed a s  " r e l i ab l e " ,  we need t o  know 

why they a re  r e l i ab l e .  - 
The c r e d i b i l i t y  of considered judgements i s  c ruc i a l  t o  t he  wide 

r e f l ec t i ve  equilibrium t h e o r i s t ,  s ince he assesses  moral theory against  

considered judgements. I f  considered judgements a re  not credible ,  then 

they cannot properly be used a s  assessing standards. I f  they cannot 

properly be used a s  assess ing standards,  then t h e  wide r e f l ec t i ve  

equilibrium program col lapses .  

A s  f o r  t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  of considered judgements, ne i ther  B w l s  nor 

Daniels o f f e r s  an account of why they a r e  r e l i ab l e ,  apar t  from t h e  f a c t  t h a t  

they a r e  considered judgements. An implausible account of t h e i r  c r e d i b i l i t y  

is t h a t  they a r e  c r ed ib l e  because under specif ied circumstances they a r e  

se l f -cer t i fy ing  o r  self-evident.  This account is  implausible s ince 



f i r s t l y ,  t h e  not ion  of self-evidence i t s e l f  i s  i n  need of explanation:  

I f  someone c la ims t h a t  it i s  se l f -ev iden t  t h a t  pa in  i s  bad, we a r e  not  

being t o l d  anything about t h e  grounds which can be used t o  s u b s t a n t i a t e  

t h i s  claim. And secondly,  d i f f e r e n t  considered judgements can be s e l f -  

evident t o  d i f f e r e n t  people ,  i n  which case ,  i t  i s  unclear  which considered 

judgement i s  t o  be used a s  t h e  appropr ia t e  a s sess ing  s tandard .  A more 

p laus ib le  account of t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  of considered judgements might be 

to ld  by invoking moral rea l i sm.  

Cer ta in  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a r i s e  f o r  t h e  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equil ibrium 

t h e o r i s t  i f  he t a k e s  considered judgements t o  be as sess ing  standards 

because they a r e  c r e d i b l e .  In  order  t o  por t r ay  what t h e s e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  

a re ,  it w i l l  be h e l p f u l  t o  d i scuss  Danie ls '14  responses t o  t h e  "no 

c r e d i b i l i t y "  o b j e c t i o n ,  and t o  h i g h l i g h t  what i s  wrong wi th  h i s  responses. 

The "no c r e d i b i l i t y "  ob jec t ion  s t a t e s  t h a t  u n l e s s  we have independent 

reason t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  our considered judgements i n  i d e a l  circumstances 

would themselves be  j u s t i f i e d ,  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  a moral i ty  s tands  i n  some 

j u s t i f i c a t o r y  r e l a t i o n  t o  our considered judgements does not  show it 

t o  be j u s t i f i e d .  General izing,  un less  it can be shown t h a t  a s e t  of 

considered judgements, o r  observat ion  r e p o r t s ,  under s p e c i f i e d  re l evan t  

circumstances a r e  c r e d i b l e ,  t h e r e  i s  no reason t o  t h i n k  t h a t  they c o n s t i t u t e  

appropriate s tandards  a g a i n s t  which a theory can be assessed.  

According t o  Danie ls ,  t h e  proponent of t h e  "no c r e d i b i l i t y "  objec t ion  

argues i n  t h e  fo l lowing way (p. 270) :  In  t h e  case  of observat ion  r e p o r t s ,  

t h e i r  c r e d i b i l i t y  can be explained i n  terms of a c a u s a l  s to ry .  W e  can 

show t h a t  observat ion  r e p o r t s  a r e  i n i t i a l l y  c r e d i b l e  f o r  some reason 

other  than t h e i r  coherence wi th in  an accepted system of b e l i e f s .  However, 



there is prima facie reason to think that considered judgements, even 

sincere ones, are not reliable, and there is prima facie reason to 

think that no causal story can be told to account for their reliability. 

Consequently, it is concluded that considered judgements should not be 

used as assessing standards. 

Daniels provides three responses to the "no credibility" argument. 

We will consider each of them in turn. 

(i) In his first response, Daniels claims that the argument rests 

on an assumed, inappropriate analogy between observation reports and 

considered judgements. The argument, according to Daniels, presupposes 

that observation reports and considered judgements function in the same 

way and on the basis of this, concludes that since no causal story can 

be told about the reliability of considered judgements, no account of 

credibility can be given for considered judgements. However, Daniels 

continues, considered judgements function differently from observation 

reports - a considered judgement is more like a theoretical than an 

observational statement. 

"The 'no credibility' argument gains its plausibility from the 
assumption that the analogy to observation reports should hold 
and then denigrates moral judgements when it is pointed out that 
they differ from observation reports. If they should and do 
function differently - because they are different kinds of- 
judgements - that is not something we should hold against the 
moral judgements." (p.271) 

In response to Daniels' response, it must be stressed that the 

import of the "no credibility" argument is - not that the same credibility 

story must be told for observation reports as for considered judgements, 

a credibility story that invokes realism. This is how Daniels seems to 



objection stems from the insistence that some account of the reliability 

of considered judgements must be forthcoming if these judgements are to be 

used as assessing standards. 

(ii) In his third response, (I will consider the second response 

shortly) Daniels claims that in the construction of moral theory, there 

is good reason for starting from considered judgements. Part of his 

rationale for saying this, I suppose, derives from the observation that 

although there is disagreement about considered judgements in a culture, 

there is also agreement. 

But here, we should keep in mind the distinction, even if it is only 

a crude one, between the context of discovery and the context of justifi- 

cation. There might be good reasons for starting with considered judgements 

in the construction of moral theory but this does not imply that considered 

judgements should play any role in the justification of a morality. The 

"no credibility" objection emphasizes that in the absence of an independent 

credibility account for considered judgements there is good reason not to 

assess moral theories against considered judgements. 

We conclude that Daniels' first and third responses fail to meet the 

"no credibility" objection. In the next section, we will consider Daniels' 

second response to the "no credibility" objection. We will argue that 

this response is also inadequate in that it suggests a dilemma for wide 

reflective equilibrium theory. 



3. The Conservative's Dilemma 

In connection with Daniels' second response to the "no credibility" 

objection, I will develop what I will call the "Conservative's dilemma", 

for conservative wide reflective equilibrium theory. 

Daniels' second response to the "no credibility" objection is the 

most interesting of the three. He suggests that an account of the 

credibility of our considered judgements will flow or derive from the 

equilibrium package itself. 

The "... 'no credibility' criticism is at best premature. It is 
plausible to think that only the development of acceptable moral 
theory in wide reflective equilibrium will enable us to determine 
what kind of 'fact', if any, is involved in a considered moral 
judgement. " (p. 271) 

To support this view, Daniels suggests that we are able to assign 

initial credibility to our observation reports only because an account 

of their credibility derives from theories in a non-moral wide reflective 

equilibrium. The intuitive idea underlying Daniels' second response 

seems to be something like this: In science, we initially assume the 

credibility of observation reports, perhaps in light of the further 

assumption that observation reports are indicators of reality. On the 

basis of these assumptions, we develop scientific theories and assess 

them, in part, by considering how they cohere or "fit" with the observation 

reports that are assumed to be credible. The developed theories in turn, 

will tend to confirm or disconfirm the actual credibility of the observation 

reports. Mutatis mutandis, a similar account can be given for the assess- 

ment of the credibility of considered judgements. This account of how we 

are to proceed in order to ascertain whether observation reports or 



considered judgements are credible has a rather awkward implication, 

an implication that undermines the plausibility of such an account. 

Let me talk about considered judgements first. One wonders what 

would happen if the theories that are developed on the basis of assuming 

the credibility of considered judgements were to indicate that considered 

judgements as a type are not in fact credible. I am envisioning a 

situation where theories that emerge in an apparent wide reflective 

equilibrium imply the non-credibility of considered judgements. There 

are two interesting possibilities here: One could either deny or affirm 

that one would have a wide reflective equilibrium if the theories in a 

putative equilibrium package implied the non-credibility of some or all 

of the considered judgements contained in the package. I will discuss 

the first possibility in this section and the second possibility in section 

four. 

According to the first possibility one would contend that the theories 

in the package would not be in equilibrium with the judgements that are - 
non-credible. 

If this were the correct way to describe the situation, then some 

awkward implications would ensue for the theorist: The theorist would 

be confronted by what we will call the "Conservative's dilemma". 

The dilemma would go as follows: First, let the letter J represent 

a considered judgement held by a person S. Second let the letter P 

represent a package of theories held by the same person. Suppose that J 

is not coherent with the package P, so that the person in question is not 

in wide reflective equilibrium. 



The f i r s t  horn of t h e  dilemma: Now e i t h e r  J impugns a s  u n j u s t i f i e d  t h e  

package P o r  it does n o t .  I f ,  on t h e  one hand, J does  no t  impugn a s  

u n j u s t i f i e d  t h e  package P I  t hen  wide r e f l e c t i v e  e q u i l i b r i u m  theo ry  

cannot be  c o r r e c t .  Th i s  i s  because wide r e f l e c t i v e  equ i l i b r ium theory  

a s s e r t s  t h a t  a s e t  of moral t h e o r i e s  i s  j u s t i f i e d  only  i f  it i s  i n  wide 

r e f l e c t i v e  e q u i l i b r i u m  w i t h  cons idered  judgements. But i n  ou r  c a s e ,  t h e  

package P i s  n o t  i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equ i l i b r ium wi th  t h e  p e r s o n ' s  

considered judgements. Hence i f  wide r e f l e c t i v e  e q u i l i b r i u m  theo ry  i s  

t o  be main ta ined ,  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  of  t h e  cons idered  judgement J must be  

taken t o  show t h a t  S  is  n o t  i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  e q u i l i b r i u m  and t h a t  t h e  

moral t h e o r i e s  h e l d  by S a r e  n o t  j u s t i f i e d .  

The second horn:  Suppose, on t h e  o t h e r  hand, J impugns a s  u n j u s t i f i e d  

t h e  package P. I f  it does ,  then  t h e  wide r e f l e c t i v e  e q u i l i b r i u m  t h e o r i s t  

faces  t h e  fo l lowing  problem. Again t h e  problem i s  i n  t h e  form o f  a  

dilemma. On t h e  one hand, t h e  t h e o r i s t  could  ho ld  t h a t  J i s  n o t  j u s t i f i e d .  

However, i f  a t h e o r i s t  h e l d  t h a t  J i s  n o t  j u s t i f i e d ,  t hen  it would be  

d i f f i c u l t  t o  unders tand  how t h e  e x i s t e n c e  of  J among t h e  p e r s o n ' s  b e l i e f s ,  

even i f  J i s  a n  i n t r a c t a b l e  judgement, i s  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  show t o  be 

u n j u s t i f i e d  t h e  package o f  t h e o r i e s  i n  ques t ion .  How can a  b e l i e f  which 

is  not  i t s e l f  j u s t i f i e d  show t o  be u n j u s t i f i e d  a  whole s e t  o f  t h e o r i e s  

held by a  pe r son ,  and h e l d  perhaps wi th  a s  much c o n v i c t i o n  a s  t h e  b e l i e f  

i n  ques t ion .  I t  seems t h a t  t h e  t h e o r i s t  must a l l ow t h a t  J i s  a t  l e a s t  

c r ed ib l e ,  even i f  it i s  n o t  i t s e l f  j u s t i f i e d ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  make p l a u s i b l e  

t h e  idea  t h a t  J ,  among t h e  b e l i e f s  he ld  by S ,  i s  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  show P 

t o  be u n j u s t i f i e d .  But t h i s  l e a v e s  a  problem f o r  wide r e f l e c t i v e  

equi l ibr ium theo ry ,  f o r  how can  it be t h a t  a  judgement i s  c r e d i b l e  even 



while it i s  not  i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equil ibrium wi th  a  s e t  of t h e o r i e s  

he ld  by t h e  person i n  quest ion? A s  David Copp15 i n d i c a t e s ,  t h e  b e s t  

a  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium t h e o r i s t  could do, a t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  would 

be t o  say t h a t  t h e  mere confidence with which J i s  bel ieved accords t o  

J a  kind of  c r e d i b i l i t y  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  enable J t o  undermine t h e  package 

of t h e o r i e s  i n  ques t ion .  However, i n  h i s  paper,  p ro fessor  Copp p o i n t s  

ou t  t h a t  t h e  t h e o r i s t  seems t o  have no ground f o r  t ak ing  such a  p o s i t i o n .  

On t h e  o t h e r  hand t h e  t h e o r i s t  could hold t h a t  J i s  i t s e l f  j u s t i f i e d .  

Were J an i n t r a c t a b l e  judgement, he might be e s p e c i a l l y  motivated t o  do 

so.  However, i f  he d i d ,  then he would have abandoned wide r e f l e c t i v e  

equi l ibr ium theory  because wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium theory a s s e r t s  

t h a t  a  moral judgement i s  j u s t i f i e d  only i f  it i s  i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  

equi l ibr ium wi th  a  s e t  of moral t h e o r i e s ,  and i n  t h i s  case ,  J i s  not  

i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equil ibrium. 

Now, t h e  t h e o r i s t  might t r y  t h e  fol lowing reply:16 "Ei ther  J would 

be among S ' s  considered moral judgements i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium 

o r  it would not .  I f  it would be,  then it i s  capable of  impugning t h e  -- 
package P a s  u n j u s t i f i e d  but  then too ,  it i s  j u s t i f i e d .  On t h e  o t h e r  

hand, i f  it -- would not  be, then  it i s  not  j u s t i f i e d  and it i s  not  capable 

of impugning P a s  u n j u s t i f i e d .  This i s  because P might t u r n  out  t o  be 

t h e  very package of t h e o r i e s  t h a t  would be held  by S i n  wide r e f l e c t i v e  

equil ibrium. The t h e o r i s t  might propose t h a t  i n  t h i s  way he i s  a b l e  t o  

escape t h e  dilemma. However, a  t h i r d  p o s s i b i l i t y  e x i s t s .  That i s ,  it 

could be  t h a t  S is  psychological ly incapable of reaching a  wide r e f l e c t i v e  

equil ibrium, and t h a t  he would remain a t tached t o  J no matter  what. In  

t h a t  case ,  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  S holds J a s  a  considered judgement would be 



sufficient to show that the package P is not justified, because it would 

be sufficient to show that P would not be held by the person in wide 

reflective equilibrium. Moreover, J itself is unjustified because J 

would not be among the considered judgements that S would hold in wide 

reflective equilibrium. There are no judgements that S would hold in 

wide reflective equilibrium. Hence, the theorist is left with the problem 

that J is able to impugn as unjustified a package of theories even though 

J is not itself justified. 

4. A Second Attempt To Circumvent The Conservative's Dilemma 

Towards the end of section ( 2 ) ,  we were discussing Daniels' 

suggestion that an account of the credibility of considered judgements 

will derive from a wide reflective equilibrium. In evaluating this 

suggestion, we considered the situation where theories purported to be 

in a wide reflective equilibrium implied the non-credibility of considered 

judgements. We said that with regard to this situation, there were two 

possibilities: First, one could deny that one would have an equilibrium 

if the theories in a given putative equilibrium package implied the non- 

credibility of some of the considered judgements contained in the package. 

This possibility led to the discussion of the case where we have a considered 

judgement outside of reflective equilibrium impugning a package of theories 

as unjustified. This discussion in turn, led to the development of the 

"Conservative's dilemma". 

Let us now consider the second possibility. According to the second 

possibility, in a situation where the emerging theories implied the non- 

credibility of some of the judgements with which the theories are supposed 

to cohere, one could acknowledge that the theories would be in an 



equilibrium with these considered judgements. After all, if I have 

interpreted Daniels' third response to the "no credibility" objection 

correctly, what the theorist is supposed to do is to assume the credibility 

of considered judgements as a type. On the basis of this assumption, we 

are to construct and assess moral theory. That is, we are to proceed 

with the assumption that considered judgements are credible and work our 

way to an equilibrium. Prima facie, there does not seem to be anything -- 

incoherent in the idea that some of the considered judgements contained 

in an equilibrium package, that have been assumed to be credible, are in 

actuality not credible. In fact, this seems to be the most plausible 

way of interpreting Daniels' claim that a credibility story, or more 

accurately, an account of the credibility status, of considered judgements, 

will flow or derive from a wide reflective equilibrium: Any theorist 

must initially allow the possibility that considered judgements are not 

credible. But if considered judgements are not in fact credible, then the 

first interpretation or possibility viz, that one would - not have an 

equilibrium if the theories in a given putative equilibrium package implied 

the non-credibility of some of the considered judgements contained in 

the package, denies that a story about the credibility status of considered 

judgements can derive from a wide reflective equilibrium. This is so 

since according to the first possibility, if the theories in a given 

putative equilibrium package implied the non-credibility of the considered 

judgements contained in the package, then one would not in fact have 

theories in an equilibrium. It would be theories in a putative equilibrium 

package that implied the non-credibility of considered judgements. But 

according to the second possibility, one would have theories in an actual 



equilibrium package, not merely a putative equilibrium package, that 

implied the non-credibility of the considered judgements in that package. 

This second possibility, perhaps, would enable a theorist to 

circumvent the "Conservative's dilemma", since, according to this 

possibility, it would not be the case that one would have a considered 

judgement outside of an equilibrium impugning a package of theories 

as unjustified. 

But if it is a possibility that considered judgements contained 

within an equilibrium package are not in fact credible, then this second 

possibility also promises untenable implications: First, according to 

this second possibility, a theory may be in equilibrium, or may be 

coherent, with a considered judgement even though the theory implies 

that the judgement is not credible. This is a rather unusual reading 

of "coherent". At least, this interpretation of "coherent" differs 

radically from the interpretation suggested by the R/D theory. According 

to the R/D theory, equilibrium implies an harmonious relation between 

background theories, principles and considered judgements. 

And second, if the theories contained within the equilibrium 

package itself imply the non-credibility of any of our considered 

judgements, then if considered judgements play an ineliminable role in 

(i) constraining background level I11 theories and (ii) assessing 

the theories themselves, the wide reflective equilibrium program must 

be abandoned. It must be abandoned since, firstly, the theories in 

wide reflective equilibrium have been developed on the basis of non- 

credible data. If these theories have been developed, even partly, on 

the basis of non-credible data, we have no reason to suppose that they 



a r e  tenable .  And secondly,  t h e s e  t h e o r i e s  have been assessed aga ins t  

s tandards t h a t  a r e  no t  c r e d i b l e .  C a l l  t h i s  r e s u l t  t h e  "paradoxical 

r e s u l t  " . 

If t h e  emerging t h e o r i e s  do i n  f a c t  imply t h e  non-credibi l i ty  

of our considered judgements, what one might t r y  t o  do i n  order  t o  

save wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium theory i s  (i) a l t e r  some of t h e  back- 

ground t h e o r i e s ,  o r  (ii) s t a r t  with an a l t e r n a t e  s e t  of considered 

judgements, and hope t h a t  t h i s  time around, t h e  emerging t h e o r i e s  w i l l  

y i e l d  a more amenable answer, t h a t  i s ,  t h a t  considered judgements a r e  

i n  f a c t  c r e d i b l e .  

However, i f  a  wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium t h e o r i s t  o p t s  f o r  r ev i s ing  

t h e  background t h e o r i e s ,  then  he i s  simply r igg ing  theory i n  order  t o  

obta in  a d e s i r e d  r e s u l t .  Why would r e v i s i o n  of t h e  background t h e o r i e s  

imply r igg ing?  Consider, f i r s t ,  an analogy with Physics. Suppose, a  

theory i s  d e s i r e d  t o  show t h a t  E a r t h ' s  o r b i t a l  pa th  around t h e  sun is 

c i r c u l a r .  Suppose, however, t h e  b e s t  physica l  t h e o r i e s  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  

Earth moves i n  an  e l l i p t i c a l  pa th  around t h e  sun. Suppose, f u r t h e r ,  t h a t  

t h i s  r e s u l t  i s  undes i rab le  and p h y s i c i s t s  r e s o r t  t o  r e v i s i n g  physica l  

theory i n  o rde r  t o  o b t a i n  t h e  des i red  r e s u l t .  Given t h a t  t h e  b e s t  

theor ie s  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  E a r t h ' s  o r b i t a l  pa th  i s  e l l i p t i c a l ,  any r e v i s i o n  

t o  show otherwise  would presumably involve t h e  use of -- ad hoc hypotheses, 

and t h e  a l t e r a t i o n  of  well-embedded physica l  p r i n c i p l e s .  In  add i t ion ,  it 

i s  a l s o  unclear  whether such r e v i s i o n  would be poss ib le ;  it i s  unclear ,  

f o r  example, whether such r e v i s i o n  would be compatible wi th  observation 

repor t s .  C l e a r l y ,  any such change t o  physica l  theory  would be a case of 

r igging.  



The situation is similar with regard to altering background theories 

in order to show that considered judgements are credible: Suppose we 

have been working towards an equilibrium, and we have been doing so for 

a considerable time. We have made a number of "false" starts, but 

eventually we have reason to believe that the moral theories we are 

working with are pretty tenable. Presumably, the moral theories that 

are to cohere with principles and considered judgements in wide reflective 

equilibrium are going to be theories that are deemed to be the most plausible. 

These theories, in turn, are going to be constrained by empirical theories 

which, presumably, are also the most tenable empirical theories. Suppose 

these theories implied that considered judgements are not credible. Given 

that these theories are the most plausible theories, were one to alter 

them in order to show that considered judgements are credible, this 

would again seem to be a case of rigging. Successful revision is possible, 

but revision might involve renouncing well established physical principles, 

and credible philosophical principles. In short, option (i) is not open 

to the conservative. 

According to option (ii) the conservative is to start with an alternate 

set of considered judgements, work towards an equilibrium, and hope that 

this time around, theories in equilibrium imply the credibility of 

considered judgements. But this option also has its shortcomings. First, 

it is unclear how a theorist is to literally start with an alternate set 

of considered judgements. Considered judgements are not the kind of 

things that people change at random. This is partly due to the fact that 

the considered judgements that one holds are a function of one's 

psychological and sociological constitution. And it is evident that one 

cannot switch one's psychology, or one's sociological constitution, at 



random. Second, considered judgements cons t ra in  t h e  development of 

background moral t h e o r i e s .  It i s  p l a u s i b l e  t o  assume t h a t  d i f f e r e n t  

s e t s  of considered judgements w i l l  l ead  t o  t h e  development of d i f f e r e n t  

types of background theor ies .  One type  of t h e o r i s t ,  f o r  example, might 

p r e f e r  a  theory of t h e  person t h a t  i s  non-egal i ta r ian ,  whereas somebody 

with a  Rawlsian bent  might p r e f e r  a theory of  t h e  person t h a t  i s  

e g a l i t a r i a n .  Suppose t h e  b e s t  t h e o r i e s  i n  equi l ibr ium implied t h e  

non-credibi l i ty  of considered judgements. Then, one would be r e l u c t a n t  

t o  s t a r t  with an a l t e r n a t e  s e t  of considered judgements, i n  l i g h t  of  t h e  

f a c t  t h a t  an a l t e r n a t e  s e t  of considered judgements would probably lead 

t o  t h e  development of r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  background t h e o r i e s  of person- 

hood, moral a c q u i s i t i o n ,  e t c .  I n  o the r  words, adoption of an a l t e r n a t e  

s e t  of considered judgements, w i l l  presumably a f f e c t  a  number of t h e o r i e s ,  

and no t  simply t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  theory t h a t  impl ies  t h e  non-credibi l i ty  of  

considered judgements. And with regard t o  t h e s e  o t h e r  background t h e o r i e s ,  

why a l t e r  them, v i a  t h e  adoption of an a l t e r n a t e  s e t  of  considered 

judgements, i f  t h e s e  t h e o r i e s  a r e  highly p laus ib le?  

Third,  t h e  b e s t  background t h e o r i e s  might imply t h a t  considered 

judgements a s  a  kind a r e  not  c r e d i b l e ,  i n  which case  any s e t  of considered 

judgements would be unsui table  candidates  f o r  a s sess ing  s tandards .  

There i s  one f i n a l  cons idera t ion  t h a t  we wish t o  d i scuss  i n  r e l a t i o n  

t o  Danie ls '  c laim t h a t  an account of t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  of considered 

judgements w i l l  de r ive  from a  moral equil ibrium. It appears t h a t  

Daniels  toys  with t h i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  idea  because he th inks  t h a t :  

"Properly understood, t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  s t o r y  about non-moral 
observat ion  r e p o r t s  i s  i t s e l f  only t h e  product  of a  non-moral 
wide r e f l e c t i v e  equil ibrium of r e l a t i v e l y  r ecen t  vintage."  
(p.272) 



I wish to argue that there is something fundamentally suspect 

about the claim that a credibility story for observation reports derives 

from a non-moral wide reflective equilibrium. If my arguments to this 

effect are cogent, then we have one less reason to think that an account 

of the credibility status of considered judgements will derive from a 

moral equilibrium. 

First, recall that in order for theories to be in wide reflective 

equilibrium, or in order for them to be coherent with each other, it 

is not sufficient that the theories merely be consistent with each other - 

the theories must stand in some complex coherence relation R. The 

connecting links between elements in a coherence system, for example, 

might be one of inference, or of explanation, or of mutual confirmation. 

In claiming that a non-moral wide reflective equilibrium package 

exists, one must be claiming that non-moral theories stand to each other 

in a complex coherence relation R. But surely this is contentious. It 

might be true that theories in physics, or in sociology, or in biology, 

or in mathematics, stand to each other in relationship R, but it would 

be much more difficult to establish the claim that sociological theories 

and physical theories stand to each other in relation R. This is, of 

course, not to deny that sociological theories and physical theories 

may well be consistent. It appears that talk about one huge non-moral 

wide reflective equilibrium might be misleading. Unless we espouse some 

kind of reductionism, for example, that all true theories are reducible 

to basic physical theory, little sense is to be made of the claim that 

neurophysiological theory is contained within the same equilibrium 

package as quantum theory. This again, is not to deny that the principles 



of neurophysiological theory will probably be consistent with those of 

quantum theory. In science, it might well be the case that there are 

several equilibrium packages, each peculiar to its own region or area 

of science. But were this true, it would be misleading to claim that 

a credibility story for observation reports derives from a single 

non-moral wide reflective equilibrium. 

Furthermore, it is entirely possible that certain philosophical 

theories and theories of perception that imply the credibility, or non- 

credibility, of observation reports are not part of any equilibrium 

package. But if this state of affairs is possible, then it would be 

false to claim that a credibility story for observation reports derives 

from a non-moral equilibrium. 

To account for these problems, a conservative like Daniels might 

weaken the notion of equilibrium. He might propose, for example, that 

to say that an account of the credibility status of considered judgements 

flows from an equilibrium is just to say that an account of their 

credibility flows from theories that we believe. This is true, but it 

does not tell us anything that we do not already know: Presumably, the 

credibility status of considered judgements is to be established by 

argument and theory. Or, he might propose that to say that an account 

of the credibility status of considered judgements flows from and 

equilibrium is just to say that an account of their credibility flows 

from a set of theories that are consistent. But this fact reduces the 

notion of coherence to mere consistency, and most coherence theorists, 

Daniels included (p. 258) eschew this. 

Finally, since Daniels wishes to claim that a credibility story for 



obse rva t ion  r e p o r t s  d e r i v e s  from a non-moral wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium,  

t h e r e  i s  a f i n a l  cons ide ra t ion  t h a t  he  must t a k e  account  o f .  

We should d i s t i n g u i s h  between i n t e r n a l  t h e o r i e s ,  t h e o r i e s  t h a t  a r e  

conta ined  w i t h i n  a n  equ i l i b r ium package PI  which cohere  wi th  each o t h e r ,  

and e x t e r n a l  t h e o r i e s ,  t h e o r i e s  t h a t  a r e  n o t  conta ined  w i t h i n  equi l ibr ium 

package PI b u t  which a r e  c o n s i s t e n t  wi th  t h e  i n t e r n a l  t h e o r i e s  of  P. It 

must be remembered t h a t  mere cons i s t ency  i s  n o t  a  s u f f i c i e n t  cond i t i on  f o r  - 
coherence ( see  chap te r  2 ) ;  so  even i f  t h e  i n t e r n a l  and e x t e r n a l  t h e o r i e s  

a r e  c o n s i s t e n t ,  t h i s  does not  imply t h a t  t hey  cohere  wi th  each o t h e r  i n  

any s t r o n g  sense  o f  "coherence", and consequent ly ,  it does no t  imply t h a t  

t hey  a r e  conta ined  w i t h i n  t h e  same equ i l i b r ium package.   his p o i n t  might 

be d i f f i c u l t  t o  g r a s p  i n  t h e  con tex t  of  s c i e n t i f i c  theory  bu t  perhaps we 

might be  a b l e  

moral theory .  

t h e o r i e s  t h a t  

t o  understand it b e t t e r  i f  it i s  made i n  connect ion wi th  

Su re ly ,  Danie ls  must wish t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  between t h o s e  

a r e  conta ined  w i t h i n  an equ i l i b r ium package P and t h a t  
1 

j u s t i f y  a  g iven  m o r a l i t y ,  and those  t h e o r i e s  t h a t  a r e  c o n s i s t e n t  with 

t h e  t h e o r i e s  i n  P b u t  a r e  no t  themselves con ta ined  wi th in  P 
1 ' 1 

In  a  

s i m i l a r  way, t h e r e  must be a  c r i t e r i o n  ( o r  a  s e t  o f  c r i t e r i a )  t h a t  

enab le s  u s  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  between those  i n t e r n a l  t h e o r i e s  t h a t  a r e  

conta ined  w i t h i n  a non-moral wide r e f l e c t i v e  equ i l i b r ium package M I  

whatever t h i s  i s ,  and however we a r e  t o  c i rcumscr ibe  such a  package, and 

those  e x t e r n a l  t h e o r i e s  t h a t  a r e  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e o r i e s  i n  M ,  b u t  which 

a r e  n o t  conta ined  w i t h i n  M. 

One might ba lk  a t  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  one i s  a b l e  t o  i n d i v i d u a t e  

equ i l i b r ium packages, b u t  t h e  coherence t h e o r i s t ,  i n  any c a s e ,  seems 

committed t o  be ing  a b l e  t o  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  d i f f e r e n t  c o g n i t i v e  systems. 



A s  mentioned i n  Chapter 2, according t o  t h e  coherence t h e o r i s t ,  f o r  

a  system of b e l i e f s  t o  be j u s t i f i e d ,  t h e  system must be more coherent  

than any o t h e r  c u r r e n t l y  a v a i l a b l e  a l t e r n a t i v e .  

Let  us  assume t h a t  t h e  most p l a u s i b l e  account of t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  

of observat ion  r e p o r t s  is  an account i n  terms of a  causal  explanation.  

Then i n  claiming t h a t  a  c r e d i b i l i t y  s t o r y  f o r  observat ion  r e p o r t s  de r ives  

from a non-moral wide r e f l e c t i v e  equi l ibr ium,  Daniels must be claiming 

t h a t  a  causa l  account of t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  of observat ion  r e p o r t s  i t s e l f  

de r ives  from a non-moral wide r e f l e c t i v e  equil ibrium. I f  we d i s t i n g u i s h ,  

and I am claiming t h a t  we do, between those  i n t e r n a l  t h e o r i e s  t h a t  a r e  

contained wi th in  an equi l ibr ium package and those  e x t e r n a l  t h e o r i e s  t h a t  

a r e  c o n s i s t e n t  with t h e  i n t e r n a l  t h e o r i e s  but  not  contained wi th in  t h e  

same equi l ibr ium package, then t h e r e  must be a "del imi t ing"  c r i t e r i o n  

t h a t  enables us t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  between i n t e r n a l  and e x t e r n a l  t h e o r i e s .  

In  order  f o r  Daniels  t o  c la im t h a t  a  causa l  theory of t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  

of observat ion  r e p o r t s  is  an i n t e r n a l  theory,  which he must wish t o  claim, 

i f  he in tends  t o  hold t h a t  a  c r e d i b i l i t y  s t o r y  f o r  observat ion  r e p o r t s  

der ives  from a non-moral wide r e f l e c t i v e  equil ibrium, he must show t h a t  

such a theory - i s  an i n t e r n a l  theory  by appeal t o  a  de l imi t ing  c r i t e r i o n .  

But n e i t h e r  has he formulated such a c r i t e r i o n ,  nor has he shown t h a t  

causal  theory i s  an i n t e r n a l  theory.  

To t i e  a  few ends toge the r ,  I have suggested, i n  t h e  l a s t  few 

sec t ions ,  t h a t  considered judgements can serve  a s  a s sess ing  s tandards  i f  

they a r e  c red ib le .  Danie ls ,  i n  h i s  d iscuss ion of the  "no c r e d i b i l i t y "  

objec t ion  acknowledges t h i s .  Danie ls '  f i r s t  and t h i r d  responses t o  t h e  

"no c r e d i b i l i t y "  o b j e c t i o n  a r e  c l e a r l y  inadequate. A s  f a r  a s  Danie ls '  



second response is concerned, I offered two interpretations of the 

suggestion that an account of the credibility status of considered 

judgements will flow or derive from wide reflective equilibrium itself. 

Each interpretation has undesirable implications. I conclude that 

Daniels has not refuted the "no credibility" objection. The inability 

to refute the "no credibility" objection suggests that Daniels' theory 

of justification provides a derivative test for the justification of 

a morality. It provides a derivative test, since, the very standards 

against which a morality is to be assessed and hence justified, are 

themselves in need of independent or prior justification. 

5. The Revisionist's Dilemma 

Before we leave this chapter, I wish to consider a difficulty 

which arises specifically in relation to a theorist who utilizes a 

revisionist model of wide reflective equilibrium. This difficulty 

suggests another dilemma for revisionist wide reflective equilibrium 

theories. We said earlier that type 1 revisionists permit extensive 

revision of both the initial set of considered judgements and considered 

judgements held in wide reflective equilibrium, whereas type 2 revisionists 

restrict revision to the initial set of considered judgements. These 

revisions may be theory-based or they may not be so based. 

Let us assume that theoretical investigation has established that 

considered judgements are credible. Let us also suppose that the theory 

(or the theories) establishing credibility specifies a relevant condition 

(or conditions) under which our considered judgements are credible. Now 

either considered judgements are credible if and only if in equilibrium, 

or it is not the case that they are so credible. 



On the one hand, let us suppose that the relevant condition is 

not the condition that considered judgements are credible if and only 

if in wide reflective equilibrium. The theory establishing credibility, 

for example, permits the state of affairs where considered judgements 

are credible prior to equilibrium. Given these assumptions, if a 

revisionist like Daniels, permits extensive revision of our considered 

judgements, even theory-based revision, in order to reach equilibrium, 

then this amounts to bad theoretical practice, since, if considered 

judgements are credible prior to equilibrium, and if we reject a set 

of them in order to reach equilibrium, we are rejecting credible data. 

The revisionist might try the following reply. Suppose the relevant 

condition is a matter of confidence and theoretical support. Suppose, 

furthermore, that the very confidence with which a considered judgement 

is believed imputes to it a kind of credibility sufficient to enable 

it to impugn theories not in wide reflective equilibrium with it. 

Suppose however that lack of theoretical support undermines our confidence 

in a given judgement J, and so we reject it. However, when we reject 

it, J is not a considered judgement, for we have lost confidence in it, 

and it is not credible, for we have assumed that credibility is a function 

of confidence. Consequently, when we reject J, we are not rejecting 

credible data, let alone rejecting a considered judgement. The theorist 

might propose that in this way, he can escape the first horn of the 

dilemma. 

However, this reply is inadequate. Its principal shortcoming 

resides in the premise that the credibility of considered judgements 

is a function of the confidence with which a judgement is believed. 



There a r e  cons ide ra t ions  which seem t o  render t h i s  premise implausible: 

Suppose, unknown t o  him, a person i n  e a r l y  childhood had l i t e r a l l y  been 

condit ioned t o  be l i eve  t h a t  abor t ion  i s  wrong. I n  adulthood, t h i s  person 

be l i eves  t h e  judgement, J ,  "Abortion i s  wrong", wi th  g r e a t  confidence, 

and he may even adduce t h e o r e t i c a l  cons ide ra t ions  t o  j u s t i f y  h i s  b e l i e f  

i n  J. However, given t h e  way i n  which he acquired  h i s  confidence i n  J ,  

it i s  unreasonable t o  claim t h a t  J i s  c r e d i b l e  merely because it is  

bel ieved with g r e a t  confidence. I f  t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  of a judgement i s  

p r imar i ly  a ma t t e r  of t h e  confidence with which t h e  judgement i s  bel ieved,  

then judgements l i k e  J which we would not  deem t o  be c r e d i b l e ,  would i n  

f a c t  t u r n  o u t  t o  be c r e d i b l e .  The confidence wi th  which a judgement i s  

bel ieved is  not  a s u f f i c i e n t  condi t ion  f o r  t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  of t h e  judgement. 

But i s  it even a necessary condit ion? Is it not  p o s s i b l e  f o r  a judgement 

t o  be c r e d i b l e  even though we do not  b e l i e v e  it wi th  any g r e a t  confidence? 

Surely,  "Yes." Given t h a t  t h e  confidence wi th  which we bel ieve  c e r t a i n  

judgements v a r i e s  wi th  f a c t o r s  such a s  one ' s  childhood experiences,  one ' s  

s o c i a l  environment and one ' s  education,  it does not  even seem t h a t  t h e  

confidence wi th  which a judgement i s  bel ieved i s  a necessary condit ion 

f o r  t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  of t h a t  judgement. 

However, t h e  t h e o r i s t  has a second rep ly  t h a t  might allow him t o  

escape t h e  charge of bad t h e o r e t i c a l  p r a c t i c e  i n  v i r t u e  of r e j e c t i n g  

c r e d i b l e  d a t a .  He might say t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a d i f f e r e n c e  between r e j e c t i o n  

and rev i s ion .  He might argue t h a t  r ev i s ions  a r e  theory based and s o  

l eg i t ima te .  One g radua l ly  works through and l o s e s  (o r  ga ins )  confidence 

i n  a p a r t i c u l a r  judgement. To meet t h i s  response,  we can argue i n  t h e  

fol lowing way: Revision can work i n  both d i r e c t i o n s .  Not only can 



judgements be revised in order to "match" with theory but theory can 

also be adjusted. Presumably, if the judgements are extensively 

revisible, then even though credible, they must be credible to only a 

low degree, since, if they were highly credible, we would be reluctant - 
17 

to revise them extensively. As Rawls points out in connection with 

science, 

"... if we have an accurate account of the motions of the 
heavenly bodies that we do not find appealing, we cannot 
alter these motions to conform to a more attractive theory." 
(P. 49) 

Revision of highly credible data, even if theory based, is bad 

theoretical practice. 

If it is a necessary condition that considered judgements be - 
minimally credible for extensive revision of them to be permitted, 

then the revisionist is assessing theories in putative or partial wide 

reflective equilibrium against standards that are easily defeasible. 

But if this is so, what extra justificatory force can be obtained by 

the successful testing of a theory against standards that are easily 

defeasible? Here a revisionist might rejoin that most of the justificatory 

force in wide reflective equilibrium derives from the level I11 and IV 

background theories (see chapter 3) and not from level I partial equilibrium. 

But if this is the case, then there is even more reason to wonder why 

considered judgements at level I are included in the justificatory process 

for theories in wide reflective equilibrium. 

A revisionist might reply that even if it is a necessary condition 

that considered judgements be credible only to a low degree for extensive 

revision of them to be permitted, he need not be committed to the view 



that he is assessing theories in wide reflective equilibrium against 

easily defeasible standards. He need not be committed to this view 

since the relevant condition under which considered judgements are credible, 

might coincide, even necessarily coincide, with the property of being 

subscribed to confidently in wide reflective equilibrium. 

Let us suppose, then, on the other hand, that the credibility of 

considered judgements is established by a theory which specifies that 

considered judgements are credible only - in wide reflective equilibrium. 

It is only our considered judgements in wide reflective equilibrium that 

are to be used as assessing standards. 

But if we are to grant this, then it is difficult to understand 

how considered judgements can be used as assessing standards: It seems 

that it is an essential characteristic of an assessing standard that 

such a standard should allow for the possibility that a theory which is 

to be assessed against such a standard be false, or inadequate, or 

"incorrect" for the reason that the theory does not "stand up" to the 

required standard. For example, in the non-moral realm, an observation 

report might be treated as an assessing standard because what is reported 

by the observation is the explanandum. And we might claim that a non- 

moral theory is inadequate because the theory conjoined with appropriate 

bridge laws does not imply the explanandum. However, if a considered 

judgement in wide reflective equilibrium is to be used as an assessing 

standard, then it can never be the case that the theories in wide 

reflective equilibrium which are to be assessed against this judgement 

be unjustified. This is because when wide reflective equilibrium is 

reached, by definition, theories in wide reflective equilibrium cohere 



or "match" adequately with the considered judgements in wide reflective 

equilibrium. 

Summarizing this chapter, we have been concerned to understand why 

considered judgements are to be used or treated as assessing standards 

in wide reflective equilibrium theory. I suggested, first, that they 

may be so used if they are taken to constitute the explananda. I offered 

three interpretations of this suggestion and argued that none of them 

are plausible. I next considered the proposal that considered judgements 

are to be treated as assessing standards in virtue of being indicators 

of reality. This proposal also has its shortcomings. Finally, in the 

last half of this chapter, I have suggested that considered judgements 

in conservative theories might be used as assessing standards because 

they are credible. I have shown that the "no credibility" objection has 

not been met, and this in turn suggests that conservative wide reflective 

equilibrium provides a derivative test for the justification of moral 

judgements, moralities, or theories of moral justification. In addition, 

I have argued that if a wide reflective equilibrium theorist wishes to 

permit extensive revision of the initial set of considered judgements, 

then to avoid the charge of bad theoretical practice, he must assume that 

considered judgements are credible only to a low degree. But if he does 

this, the rationale of using considered judgements as assessing standards 

is undermined. 



? 
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Chapter 5 

OBJECTIVE AND SUBJECTIVE JUSTIFICATION 

1 It i s  important  t o  keep i n  mind, a s  David Copp has s t r e s s e d ,  t h e  

d i s t i n c t i o n  between t h e o r i e s  a s  t o  when a moral i ty  i t s e l f  i s  j u s t i f i e d  and 

t h e o r i e s  a s  t o  when a person i s  j u s t i f i e d  2 holding a moral i ty  o r  a  moral 

judgement. I n  t h i s  chapter  we w i l l  f i r s t  d i s c u s s  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n .  We w i l l  

t hen  propound cons ide ra t ions  t h a t  suggest t h a t  it i s  t h e  former notion t h a t  

i s  germane t o  t h e o r i e s  of moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  F i n a l l y ,  we w i l l  argue t h a t  

t h e  R/D theory  i s  b e s t  construed a s  a  theory speci fy ing condi t ions  under 

which a person i s  j u s t i f i e d  i n  be l i ev ing  a moral i ty  o r  a  moral judgement, 

and, consequently, it i s  no t  a theory r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of a  

moral i ty  i t s e l f .  

1. Object ive and Subjec t ive  J u s t i f i c a t i o n  

A s  a  f i r s t  at tempt t o  e l u c i d a t e  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  between t h e o r i e s  of 

moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n ,  and t h e o r i e s  of t h e  circumstances under which a person 

i s  j u s t i f i e d  i n  holding a moral i ty ,  we can th ink  of circumstances i n  which a 

person would b e  j u s t i f i e d  - i n  h i s  b e l i e f s  bu t  where t h e  b e l i e f s  themselves 

could wel l  be u n j u s t i f i e d .  For example, a  person brought up i n  a  r e l i g i o u s  

community, without  any c r i t i c a l  exposure t o  r e l i g i o u s  d o c t r i n e  may be 

j u s t i f i e d  in h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a God, b u t  t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a 

God may not  i t s e l f  be j u s t i f i e d .  To t a k e  another  example, on t h e  b a s i s  of 

t h e  t h e o r i e s  t h a t  he has developed, a s c i e n t i s t  may be j u s t i f i e d  - i n  h i s  

b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  l i f e  on J u p i t e r  bu t  t h i s  b e l i e f  i t s e l f  may well  be 

u n j u s t i f i e d .  A s  a  t h i r d  example, suppose Jones i s  brought up i n  a  socie ty  

t h a t  condones apar the id .  By simply "following i n  t h e  shoes" of h i s  family 

and pee r s ,  Jones acquires  non-temporary and s i n c e r e  confidence i n  t h e  



precept  t h a t  apa r the id  i s  r i g h t .  Here aga in ,  we can claim t h a t  perhaps 

Jones i s  j u s t i f i e d  i n  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  apa r the id  i s  r i g h t .  Af ter  a l l ,  Jones, - 
l i k e  a g r e a t  many of us ,  has  simply accepted t h e  values  inculca ted  i n  h i s  

c u l t u r e .  But su re ly  Jones' being j u s t i f i e d  i n  accept ing  t h e  values  of h i s  

c u l t u r e  does no t  e n t a i l  t h a t  t h e  va lues  themselves a r e  j u s t i f i e d .  

I n  descr ib ing condi t ions  under which a person i s  j u s t i f i e d  i n  h i s  views, - 
both moral and non-moral, an appeal  i s  f requen t ly  made t o  psychological and 

soc io log ica l  theor ie s .  A s o c i o l o g i s t ,  f o r  example, a f t e r  studying t h e  

customs of a  s o c i e t y ,  might b e  i n  a  good p o s i t i o n  t o  expla in  why the  members 

of a  s o c i e t y  a r e  j u s t i f i e d  i n  t h e i r  b e l i e f  t h a t  cannibal ism i s  r i g h t .  But 

i n  developing a theory t h a t  expla ins  such behaviour,  he w i l l  no t  have 

developed a theory  t h a t  j u s t i f i e s  t h e  judgement o r  t h e  p ropos i t ion  t h a t  

cannibalism i s  r i g h t .  S imi la r ly ,  a  psychologis t  might be i n  a  good p o s i t i o n  

t o  expla in  how a person a r r i v e d  i n  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  subjugation of women 

i s  r i g h t .  And i n  doing s o ,  t h e  psychologis t  might be  a b l e  t o  expla in  why 

the  person i s  j u s t i f i e d  - i n  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  subjugat ion  of women i s  

r i g h t .  But aga in ,  such an  explanation would not  imply anything about 

whether t h e  proposi t ion  t h a t  t h e  subjugation o f  women i s  r i g h t  i s  i t s e l f  

j u s t i f i e d .  

In  developing t h e o r i e s  t h a t  spec i fy  cond i t ions  under which a moral 

judgement i s  i t s e l f  j u s t i f i e d ,  e i t h e r  s i m p l i c i t e r  o r  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a  person 

o r  a  group, it i s  evident  t h a t  we a r e  not  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  how a person o r  

group comes t o  acquire  t h e  moral b e l i e f s  t h a t  they subscr ibe  t o .  Rather, 

it is t h e  j u s t i f i c a t o r y  s t a t u s  of  t h e  moral judgements o r  t h e  b e l i e f s  thern- 

s e l v e s  t h a t  w e  a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n .  I n  developing t h e o r i e s  t h a t  expla in  how 

persons come t o  be l i eve  what they b e l i e v e ,  we might l e a r n  something very 

important about t h e  c r e a t i v e  process o r  " the  con tex t  of  discovery". But it 



is clear that in developing theories that purport to justify moral or non- 

moral propositions, it is not the context of discovery that we are 

interested in; we might say that here it is the "context of justification" 

that is of primary importance. 

There seem to be at least three ways to specify, with greater clarity, 

and precision, the distinction between (a) situations in which a person is 

justified in believing a moral judgement, and (b) situations in which the 

moral judgement believed by a person is itself justified. Let us call the 

type of justification involved in (a) and (b) "subjective" and "objective" 

justification respectively. 

(i) When it is claimed that a moral judgement P is not objectively 

justified but it is subjectively justified vis a vis subject S, there is the 

suggestion that P is not objectively justified because somehow, and some- 

where, in connection with judgement P, s -has made a mistake. First, suppose 

that S believes that abortion is wrong, and he believes this on false 

grounds. However, S fails to know that the grounds on which his belief is 

based are false. Here, S may be justified in believing that P, although P 

itself is not objectively justified. P is not objectively justified, in 

part, because it is believed on false grounds. I think we would want to 

hold that it is at least a necessary condition for P's being objectively 

justified that belief in P is based on true grounds. 

It must be stressed that not all failures of objective justification 

leave enough to enable us to say the believer is subjectively justified. 

For example, we might want to distinguish between the following two cases: 

Firstly, Jones believes that abortion is wrong on false and unreliable 

grounds. Here we would want to say that Jones is neither subjectively nor 

objectively justified in believing P. Secondly, Jones believes that 



abortion i s  wrong on f a l s e  but  r e l i a b l e  grounds. Here we may want t o  allow 

t h a t  Jones i s  subject ively  j u s t i f i ed  i n  believing P. 

In  other cases  where P i s  subjectively but  not object ively  j u s t i f i ed ,  

we suggest t h a t  one reason why P may not be object ively  j u s t i f i ed  i s  t h a t  

r e l a t i v e  t o  some more object ive  stance o r  r e l a t i v e  t o  some higher standard 

of r a t i ona l i t y ,  t he  individual  i s  i n  error .  Since the  individual i s  i n  

e r ror ,  t h i s  second expl icat ion i s  a var ian t  of the  f i r s t .  Here we would 

want t o  claim t h a t  s ince subject  S i s  not being objective enough, P i s  not 

i t s e l f  j u s t i f i ed  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  S. A problem with t h i s  suggestion i s  i n  

understanding ju s t  what i s  implied by "more object ive  stance" o r  "higher 

standard of r a t i ona l i t y . "  How can ob jec t iv i ty  be acquired? O r ,  under what 

conditions i s  ob j ec t i v i t y  disparaged? I do not pretend t o  answer, o r  even 

be able t o  answer, these  questions t o  any extent t h a t  w i l l  do j u s t i ce  t o  

them, but  I w i l l  venture a few suggestions. 

F i r s t ,  when we move from subjective t o  objective j u s t i f i c a t i on ,  we 

transcend personal idiosyncracies.  One reason why S may not be being 

objective enough, i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  be l ie f  P, i s  t h a t  S may bel ieve P, o r  may 

come t o  believe P on t h e  bas i s  of p a r t i a l  considerations.  The p a r t i a l i t y  ' 

may be r e l a t i v e  t o  t he  subject  himself, o r  it may be r e l a t i v e  t o  a l a rger  

group. In  t he  former case,  S may believe t h a t  the  subjugation of women i s  

r i g h t  on the  bas i s  of personal experience. In  the  l a t t e r  case,  S may 

believe t h a t  t he  subjugation of women i s  r i g h t  because t h i s  moral precept i s  

pa r t  of t he  morali ty of t h e  group t h a t  S belongs to .  

In  cases of p a r t i a l i t y ,  whether o r  not S i s  subjectively j u s t i f i e d  i n  

believing  might be a function of whether t he  p a r t i a l i t y  i s  r e l a t i v e  t o  S ' s  

society a s  a whole, o r  r e l a t i v e  t o  S himself. I f  t h e  p a r t i a l i t y  derives from 

ru l e s  t h a t  a r e  embedded and subscribed t o  i n  S ' s  society ,  then here we might 



allow that S is subjectively justified in believing that P. 

Secondly, S can fail to be objective enough in virtue of failing to 

consider relevant and adequate information that bears on the issue in 

question. Here we would want to say that had S been in possession of this 

information, he would not have been justified in his belief that P. What is 

to count as relevant and adequate information will directly influence the 

objectivity that one is able to achieve. If, for example, what is to count 

as relevant information is the science of the day, then relative to this 

information, one would be being more objective were one to take relevant 

information to be constituted by the results of an ideal science or the 

results of science "in the limit". 

Again, we want to hold that not all failures of objective justification 

arising from lack of adequate information qualify as instances of subjective 

justification. For example, in the event that more information could have 

been obtained relatively easily and without significant cost to the agent, 

we would be inclined to say that the agent is not subjectively justified in 

believing that P. 

Finally, to complete this very brief discussion on objectivity, we can 

L 
end with Thomas Nagel's extremely interesting suggestion that: 

"Objectivity is a method of understanding ..... To acquire a more 
objective understanding of some aspect of the world, we step back 
from our view of it and form a new conception which has that view 
and its relation to the world as its object. In other words, we 
place ourselves in the world that is to be understood. The old 
view then comes to be regarded as an appearance, more subjective 
than the new view, and correctable or confirmable by reference to 
it. The process can be repeated, yielding a still more objective 
conception" (p. 1) . 



Nagel seems t o  agree  t h a t  o b j e c t i v i t y  i s  t o  be gained by transcending 

one ' s  personal  conception of oneself  and t h e  world - t h a t  r e l a t i v e  t o  

t h i s  o b j e c t i v e  s t ance ,  o n e ' s  former views can be regarded a s  sub jec t ive .  

I n  add i t ion ,  according t o  Nagel, one ' s  sub jec t ive  views a r e  co r rec tab le  

by re fe rence  t o  one ' s  ob jec t ive  views. This sugges ts  t h a t  Nagel would 

agree  with t h e  not ion  t h a t  a judgement may f a i l  t o  be ob jec t ive ly  j u s t i f i e d  

v i s  a v i s  a person because i n  connection with t h i s  judgement, t h e  person 

has made an e r r o r .  That he has made an e r r o r  would be subs tan t i a t ed  i f  

t h i s  person were t o  "move" t o  a more ob jec t ive  s t ance .  

(ii) Secondly, i n  a t  l e a s t  some cases where a person i s  j u s t i f i e d  

i n  be l i ev ing  P, b u t  where P i t s e l f  may not  be j u s t i f i e d ,  we suggest t h a t  - 
P may not  be o b j e c t i v e l y  j u s t i f i e d  because of t h e  way i n  which t h e  b e l i e f  

i n  P i s  acquired.  To i l l u s t r a t e ,  suppose S, i n  childhood, i s  l i t e r a l l y  

condit ioned t o  be l i eve  t h a t  abor t ion  i s  wrong, and a s  a r e s u l t  of t h i s  

condi t ioning,  he comes t o  acquire  non-temporary and s ince re  confidence 

i n  t h i s  b e l i e f .  Given t h a t  S l i t e r a l l y  acquires  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  P v i a  

condi t ioning,  S i s  j u s t i f i e d  - i n  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  PI  b u t  t h i s  l eaves  open 

t h e  ques t ion  of  whether P i s  i t s e l f  j u s t i f i e d .  Here we a r e  inc l ined  t o  

say t h a t  S i s  j u s t i f i e d  i n  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  P because it would be very 

d i f f i c u l t  f o r  S t o  r i d  himself of  t h i s  b e l i e f .  The b e l i e f  and t h e  associa ted  

mot ivat ional  underpinnings have become p a r t  o f  S ' s  "permanent" psychology. 

To t a k e  another  example, suppose S ' s  f a t h e r  i s  an a lcoho l i c .  A s  a r e s u l t  

of h i s  f a t h e r ' s  dr inking h a b i t s ,  S has an extremely unhappy childhood. 

S gradual ly  comes t o  have s ince re  and non-temporary confidence i n  t h e  

judgement t h a t  any a d u l t  male who touches a lcohol  is morally depraved. 

Here again ,  it seems we have grounds f o r  claiming t h a t  S i s  j u s t i f i e d  



i n  h i s  b e l i e f  b u t  t h e  b e l i e f  i s  n o t  i t s e l f  j u s t i f i e d .  I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  

t o  s p e c i f y  p r i n c i p l e s  t h a t  d i s t i n g u i s h  " l e g i t i m a t e "  and " i l l e g i t i m a t e "  

means o r  ways of a c q u i r i n g  b e l i e f s .  But even i f  we f a i l  t o  s p e c i f y  any 

such p r i n c i p l e s ,  we can s t i l l  r e l y  on paradigm examples t h a t  i l l u s t r a t e  

what we have i n  mind when we c la im t h a t  a  b e l i e f  has  been acqui red  i n  

a n  " i l l e g i t i m a t e "  way. O r  more t o  t h e  p o i n t ,  paradigm examples h e l p  us  

t o  understand why t h e  manner i n  which c e r t a i n  b e l i e f s  a r e  acqui red  

i n c l i n e s  u s  towards t h e  view t h a t  t h e  b e l i e f s  i n  ques t ion  may n o t  be 

o b j e c t i v e l y  j u s t i f i e d .  

I n  summary, we have suggested t h a t  a  b e l i e f  P may be s u b j e c t i v e l y  

j u s t i f i e d  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  s u b j e c t  S  b u t  no t  o b j e c t i v e l y  j u s t i f i e d  when a t  

l e a s t  t h r e e  c o n d i t i o n s  a r e  t r u e :  

(i) S ' s  b e l i e f  i n  P i s  based on some kind of  e r r o r ;  

(ii) S ' s  b e l i e f  i n  P i s  based on S ' s  f a i l i n g  t o  be o b j e c t i v e  
enough, and 

(iii) S ' s  b e l i e f  i n  P is  acqui red  i n  an  " i n c o r r e c t "  o r  " i l l e g i t i m a t e "  
way. 

We s t r e s s  t h a t  we a r e  not  involved i n  formula t ing  necessary and 

s u f f i c i e n t  c o n d i t i o n s  f o r  a b e l i e f  being j u s t i f i e d  i t s e l f ,  and f o r  a  

person  be ing  j u s t i f i e d  in h i s  b e l i e f .  We simply wish t o  make c r e d i b l e  

t h a t  t h e r e  i s  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  and t o  i l l u s t r a t e  c a s e s  r e l e v a n t  t o  each 

o f  t h e  no t ions  i n  ques t ion .  

I t h i n k  it w i l l  be h e l p f u l ,  i n  f u r t h e r  understanding t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  

between o b j e c t i v e  and s u b j e c t i v e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n ,  b r i e f l y  t o  cons ider  

Richard Brandt ' s3 theory  of  moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  Apparently t h e  theory 

p u r p o r t s  t o  b e  a  theory  of o b j e c t i v e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  However, c e r t a i n  



features of the theory, particularly features related to the way in 

which certain moral beliefs are acquired, tend to suggest that the 

theory is really describing conditions under which persons are justified 

in holding moral beliefs. - 

2. Richard Brandt's Reductionism 

Brandt's theory of morality is a replacement or eliminative theory: 

The theory proposes to redefine traditional questions of morality in 

terms of rationality defined in a particular way. What makes something 

right or wrong ultimately rests on the attitudes, desires and aversions 

a person would have if he were fully rational. Since rationality is a 

psychological notion for Brandt, moral claims are reduced to psychological 

claims. 

A person's action is fully rational in Brandt's sense of the word if 

and only if two conditions are met: 

(i) Any desires affecting a person's tendency to perform the 

act are rational. These desires are rational only if they 

survive cognitive psychotherapy, i.e. a 

"....process of confronting desires with relevant 
information, by repeatedly representing it, in an 
ideally vivid way, and at an appropriate time ...." 
(p.113) 

and, 

(ii) the person would still perform the act if he were vividly 

and adequately to represent to himself all relevant, 

available information. 



"Relevant information" means all information that would affect 

a person's decision to perform a certain act. (pp. 12, 113) 

By "available information", Brandt means facts or truths that are 

accepted by the science of the day and that are publicly known. 

(pp. 13, 112) 

With this background, Brandt proposes that the question "What is 

the best thing to do from an agent's own point of view?" be redefined 

or reformulated as "What would an agent do if he were fully rational?" 

From his initial analysis of rationality, Brandt then proceeds to 

derive reforming definitions for "morally right" and "morally wrong". 

Moral rightness and wrongness are defined in terms of a person's or a 

society's moral code. A moral code consists of a set of motivational 

constraints on behaviour. A social moral code exists when the dispositions 

to act or the motivational constraints on behaviour are commonly shared 

by all members of a society. 

Next, Brandt argues that a "correct" or justified moral code is 

a code that is criticized by facts and logic as far as possible. (p.185) 

Since a code supported by a fully rational person would be a code that 

has been criticized by facts and logic as far as possible, identifying 

a code that a fully rational agent would support is tantamount to 

justifying that code for the agent. (pp. 185, 186) In a similar way, 

identifying a code that all fully rational agents of a society would 

tend to support, is tantamount to justifying a social moral code. The 

notion of supporting a code has to do with advocating the code, teaching 

it to others, using it as a basis for making long range decisions etc. 

(pp. 188, 193) A fully rational person viz, a person whose desires are 



rational and who would act on these desires if he were to represent 

to himself all relevant, available information, would support a code 

if its motivational constraints on behaviour were rational and if he 

would still act on these rational motivations when he were to vividly 

and adequately represent to himself all relevant, available information. 

Brandt suggests the following reforming definition for "morally 

wrong" : 

"'Is morally wrong' (is assigned the descriptive meaning) 
'would be prohibited by any moral code which all fully rational 
persons would tend to support, in preference to all others or to 
none at all, for the society of the agent, if they expected to 
spend a life-time in the society"' (p.194) 

If it were to happen that all fully rational agents did not support 

the same moral code for their society, Brandt suggests that we should 

define "morally wrong" in terms of an individual's moral code - an act 

is wrong if it is prohibited by a fully rational agent's moral code. 

It might appear that the condition of "full rationality" enables 

Brandt to escape the charge that his theory delineates conditions under 

which a person is justified - in his moral views rather than conditions under 

which a morality is itself justified. This might appear so, since, as 

we indicated above, one of the conditions under which it can be claimed 

that a moral judgement may not be objectively justified, is the condition 

that an agent fails to be objective enough, or rational enough. The 

condition of "full rationality" in Brandt's theory suggests maximal 

rationality. 

However, I think it is a mistake to construe Brandt's theory as a 

theory of objective justification. His theory of rationality can allow 



f o r  s i t u a t i o n s  where one would be i n c l i n e d  t o  c l a i m  t h a t  c e r t a i n  moral 

b e l i e f s  have been " i l l e g i t i m a t e l y "  acqui red .  Since t h e s e  b e l i e f s  o r  

judgements have been " i l l e g i t i m a t e l y "  acqu i r ed ,  a person  might be j u s t i f i e d  

i n  b e l i e v i n g  t h e s e  judgements, b u t  t h e  judgements themselves may no t  be - 
j u s t i f i e d .  It i s  q u i t e  p o s s i b l e ,  f o r  example, t h a t  even a f u l l y  r a t i o n a l  

a g e n t ,  due t o  t r a u m a t i c  chi ldhood exper iences ,  would suppor t  a code t h a t  

condoned t h e  sub juga t ion  o f  women. The judgement "Sub j  ugat ion of  women 

i s  r i g h t "  would t h e n  be  j u s t i f i e d  f o r  t h i s  agent .  But one would want t o  

c l a i m  t h a t  g iven  t h a t  t h i s  agen t ,  though f u l l y  r a t i o n a l  i n  Brand t ' s  sense  

o f  t h e  term " r a t i o n a l " ,  was s u b j e c t  t o  t r auma t i c  exper iences  i n  h i s  

e a r l y  chi ldhood,  he i s  j u s t i f i e d  - i n  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  subjugat ion  of 

women is  r i g h t .  It would no t  fo l low,  however, t h a t  t h i s  judgement i s  

i t s e l f  j u s t i f i e d .  

I n  summary, it seems more a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  cons t rue  Brand t ' s  theory  

as d e s c r i b i n g  o r  s p e c i f y i n g  cond i t i ons  under which f u l l y  r a t i o n a l  agen t s  

would be  j u s t i f i e d  - i n  t h e i r  moral views, r a t h e r  t h a n  spec i fy ing  cond i t i ons  

under which t h e  moral views themselves would be j u s t i f i e d  f o r  such agen t s .  

3 .  The Rawls/Daniels Theory A s  A Theory Of Sub jec t ive  J u s t i f i c a t i o n  

I now wish t o  argue t h a t  t h e  R/D conse rva t ive  wide r e f l e c t i v e  

equ i l i b r ium theo ry  i s  b e s t  cons t rued  as a theory  t h a t  s p e c i f i e s  c o n d i t i o n s  

under which persons  a r e  j u s t i f i e d  i n  t h e i r  moral views, r a t h e r  t han  a 

t heo ry  t h a t  j u s t i f i e s  m o r a l i t i e s  themselves.  

The R/D t heo ry  p u r p o r t s  t o  be a r e l a t i o n a l  t heo ry  of moral 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  According t o  t h i s  t heo ry ,  a moral judgement i s  j u s t i f i e d  

i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a person  i f  it i s  t h e  one t h a t  t h a t  person  would hold 



in wide reflective equilibrium. At first blush, it appears that the 

R/D theory is a theory that justifies moral judgements or moral 

propositions. 

However, a distinctive characteristic of the R/D conservative 

theory is the ability of considered judgements to impugn the constituents 

that might be contained in an equilibrium package. In other words, 

conservative theorists like Daniels and Rawls wish to use considered 

judgements, under specified conditions, as standards against which 

moralities are to be assessed. In so using considered judgements, these 

judgements are accorded a privileged status over moral judgements that 

are not considered. It is this property that considered judgements 

instance, the property of being considered, that enables such judgements 

to impugn constituents of equilibrium packages as unjustified, and, 

the role that such judgements play in the attainment of equilibrium, 

that makes credible the claim that the R/D theory is best construed as 

a theory describing conditions under which a person is justified in his 

moral views. This requires explanation: 

Considered judgements are known to vary extensively - inter societal 

and intra societal variation of considered judgements elicited in response 

to diverse moral situations is commonplace. Moreover, psychological 

explanations are available as to why considered judgements vary within 

5 
a society. As David Copp points out: 

"....one's sincere, complete and non-temporary confidence in a 
judgement can be explained by psychological mechanisms having 
to do with one's moral training and one's personality, and by 
sociological factors having to do with the culture of one's 
group, one's class background, and so on". (p.17) 



In addition, the flexibility of individuals, in their willingness to 

revise considered judgements, in order to reach equilibrium, also varies 

considerably. This variation in flexibility can also be explained by 

psychological and sociological mechanisms. 

These considerations seem to indicate that the set of considered 

judgements that a person would hold in wide reflective equilibrium depends 

critically on the psychology of a person and on sociological factors 

accociated with the person's life. It is quite possible, for example, that 

due to traumatic childhood experiences, Jones comes to acquire sincere, 

complete and non-temporary confidence in the judgement that the subjugation 

of women is right. It is also entirely possible that theoretical consider- 

ations do not undermine his confidence in the above judgement, so that in 

trying to acquire an equilibrium, this judgement which we will suppose to be 

a considered judgement, can legitimately impugn theories as unjustified. 

Suppose furthermore, that Jones succeeds in reaching an equilibrium so that 

the judgement "Subjugation of women is right" is justified for him. Given 

what we know about the genesis of considered judgements, and the flexibility 

of persons in their willingness to revise judgements in order to attain 

equilibrium, I think we might be inclined to allow that Jones is justified 

in his belief that the subjugation of women is wrong. But the judgement - 

itself may not be justified even if it is one that is held in wide reflective 

equilibrium. After all, Jones has come to acquire sincere and non-temporary 

confidence in this judgement via traumatic experiences. ~otice what a 

conservative like Rawls or Daniels would be committed to saying if Jones' 

life history had been different. It is possible that if Jones' childhood 

had been a happy one, free of traumatic experiences, he would have acquired 

sincere and non-temporary confidence in the judgement that the subjugation 



of women is wrong, and this judgement would have been held by him in wide 

reflective equilibrium. If so, the conservative would have to admit that 

the judgement "Subjugation of women is right" would not have been justified 

for him if only his childhood had been a happy one, and so on. ~ u t  this gives 

us even more grounds for being inclined to say that even if j is a judgement 

that Jones would hold in wide reflective equilibrium, and even if he would 

be justified - in holding j, j itself might well be unjustified. 

Of course, according to wide reflective equilibrium theory, in order 

for a judgement to be justified for a person A, it is not sufficient that 

the judgement merely be a considered judgement. The judgement must stand in 

a certain complex coherence relation R with background theories and 

principles. The fact that a considered judgement must stand in relation R 

with background theories and principles might lead us to believe that the 

question of whether a considered judgement is justified for A is not 

primarily a matter of A's psychological idiosyncracies and of A's 

sociological background. This fact might lead us to believe this because 

of the complexity of relation R: In order to attain equilibrium, relation 

R must be satisfied and the satisfaction of R demands theoretical argument 

and decision. A conservative might emphasize that one should not overlook 

the theoretical support that considered judgements have when they are 

judgements that would be held in wide reflective equilibrium. And on the 

basis of this, the conservative might be inclined to argue that what 

judgements would be justified for an agent in wide reflective equilibrium is 

not primarily a matter of the psychological and sociological constitution of 

the agent. 

However, the fact that a considered judgement must stand in a certain 

complex coherence relation with background elements, or the fact that 



considered judgements in wide reflective equilibrium have theoretical 

support, does little to vitiate the claim that what judgements are 

justified for a person, according to the R/D theory, is primarily a 

matter of the psychological and sociological constitution of the agent. 

Suppose j is a recalcitrant or an intractable considered judgement. That 

is to say, suppose j is a judgement that A is psychologically incapable of 

renouncing; it is a judgement that is deeply entrenched in A's psychology. 

Then, according to the R/D theory, in order for this judgement to be 

justified for agent A, j would have to be a judgement that A would hold 

in wide reflective equilibrium. Since j is a recalcitrant considered 

judgement, in order for A to attain equilibrium j must be accommodated 

within an equilibrium package. Furthermore, since j is an intractable 

considered judgement, let us assume that A's confidence in j will not 

be tempered by any amount of theoretical consideration. In such a 

situation, regardless of whether j has theoretical support or whether 

j stands in relation R with background theories and principles, j remains 

a considered judgement. If j is accommodated within an equilibrium 

package, j will be a considered judgement with theoretical support and 

it will be justified. If j is not accommodated within an equilibrium 

package j will still remain a considered judgement but it will be 

unjustified. But given these considerations, according to the R/D 

theory, regardless of whether considered judgements have theoretical 

support, any judgement, in order to be justified, must first be a 

considered judgement. But since whether a judgement is a considered 

judgement ultimately depends on the psychology of the agent - it 

ultimately depends on whether the agent has complete, sincere and non- 



temporary confidence in the judgement - it appears that whether a 

judgement will be justified for an agent in wide reflective equilibriwn, 

ultimately depends on the psychological and sociological constitution 

of the agent. Theoretical support seems to be of secondary importance. 

 ina ally, we indicate that although observation statements are 

used as standards against which non-moral theories are assessed, one 

does not need to rely ultimately on the psychology of the person who 

makes the observation in order for the observation statement itself to 

be justified. The set of observation statements that are justified 

ultimately depends not on the psychological idiosyncracies of observers, 

but on the way the world is. In the example we cited above (chapter 4 ) ,  

what ultimately explains why the physicist, under specific conditions, 

makes the observation "There goes a proton" is the existence of protons. 

Had the world been different, had there been no protons, the physicist 

would not have made this observation. He would not have made this 

observation since in the absence of protons, a vapour trail would, in 

all probability, not have been produced. However, assuming that protons 

exist, had the psychology of the physicist been different, had he, for 

example, had a happy childhood instead of an unhappy one, the physicist 

would still, under specific conditions, have made the relevant observation. 

This is because the psychological constitution of the physicist has no 

bearing on the existence or the non-existence of protons. Contrast this 

with the moral case: In the moral case, the considered judgements that 

a person would make under specified conditions depends critically on 

the psychology of the person. Vary the psychology of the person, and 

we vary the set of considered judgements that the person would make 



under c e r t a i n  condi t ions .  Unlike t h e  making of observation r e p o r t s ,  

t h e  making of considered judgements i s  not  cons t ra ined,  a t  l e a s t  we lack 

good grounds for  assuming t h a t  it i s  so cons t ra ined ,  by an ex te rna l  

r e a l i t y .  Moreover, t h e  absence of an "ex te rna l  r e a l i t y "  c o n s t r a i n t  on 

t h e  s e t  of considered judgements a  person would make, " f i t s "  wel l  with 

t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  considerable  v a r i a t i o n  with r e spec t  t o  considered 

judgements t h a t  a r e  made under s i m i l a r  condi t ions  by d i f f e r e n t  persons. 

I n  summary, it appears t h a t  t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of an observation 

statement does no t  u l t ima te ly  depend on t h e  psychological  c o n s t i t u t i o n  

of t h e  observer ,  whereas according t o  t h e  R/D theory ,  t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  

of a  moral judgement does u l t ima te ly ,  and p r i m a r i l y ,  depend upon t h e  

psychology of t h e  person making the  judgement. And it i s  t h i s  dependence 

t h a t  i n c l i n e s  one t o  t h e  view t h a t  the  R/D theory  i s  b e s t  construed a s  

a  theory t h a t  s p e c i f i e s  condi t ions  under which a person i s  j u s t i f i e d  - i n  

h i s  moral views. 
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Chapter 6 

MORALITY AND SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS 

In  any complex s o c i e t y ,  numerous aspec t s  of moral i ty a r e  embodied 

by s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  For example, a spec t s  of moral i ty such a s  those  

concerned with d i s t r i b u t i v e  j u s t i c e ,  with abor t ion ,  with advert isement,  

with t h e  s a l e  of pornography, and with var ious  environmental i s s u e s .  

I f  t h e s e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  a r e  t o  be j u s t ,  o r  i f  they  a r e  t o  be subscribed t o  

by a l l  members of t h e  soc ie ty ,  then t h e  moral p r i n c i p l e s  underlying 

these  i n s t i t u t i o n s  must themselves be j u s t i f i e d .  In  t h e  absence of  any 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  t h e s e  p r i n c i p l e s ,  t h e  members of t h e  soc ie ty  i n  ques t ion  

w i l l  l ack  moral reasons f o r  subscr ib ing t o  them. Of course,  t h i s  i s  

not  t o  deny t h a t  they may have weighty p ruden t i a l  reasons f o r  subscribing 

t o  them. In  a d d i t i o n ,  i f  t h e  moral p r i n c i p l e s  underlying t h e s e  s o c i a l  

i n s t i t u t i o n s  l ack  j u s t i f i c a t o r y  support ,  then t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  themselves, 

o r  t h e  p r a c t i c e s  enjoined by t h e s e  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  would be u n j u s t i f i e d .  

1 
These remarks a r e  i n  accord with Rawls' notion regarding t h e  sub jec t  

of j u s t i c e :  Not only i s  he i n t e r e s t e d  i n  formulating p r i n c i p l e s  of 

s o c i a l  j u s t i c e  bu t  he i s  a l s o  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e i r  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n .  

Indeed he claims t h a t :  

"For us,  t h e  primary s u b j e c t  of j u s t i c e  i s  the  bas ic  s t r u c t u r e  
of soc ie ty ,  o r  more exac t ly ,  t h e  way i n  which t h e  major s o c i a l  
i n s t i t u t i o n s  d i s t r i b u t e  fundamental r i g h t s  and d u t i e s  and determine 
t h e  d i v i s i o n  of  advantages from s o c i a l  cooperation. By major 
i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  I understand the  p o l i t i c a l  c o n s t i t u t i o n  and t h e  
p r i n c i p a l  economic and s o c i a l  arrangements. Thus the  l e g a l  p ro tec t ion  
of freedom of thought  and l i b e r t y  of conscience, competi t ive markets, 
p r i v a t e  proper ty  i n  t h e  means of production,  and t h e  monogamous 
family a r e  examples of major s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s . "  (p.7) 

In  t h i s  chapter ,  I wish t o  explore some of t h e  impl ica t ions  t h e  R/D 



theory has regarding the institutionalization of moral principles. 

I will argue that the R/D theory allows for the possibility that two 

incompatible moralities be justified in relation to two subgroups 

within a particular society. I will take "society" as indicative of 

some very large group, for example, the group that constitutes Canadian 

or Japanese society. The possibility of multiply justified moralities 

within a society, in turn, I will argue, creates difficulties for the 

institutionalization of a justified set of moral principles. 

1. Mutiply Justified Moralities 

The R/D theory allows for the possibility that two or more equilibriu 

packages, or two or more justified moralities, will emerge in one society. 

Two equilibrium packages would arise in a society, for example, if the 

set of considered judgements, in equilibrium with principles and back- 

ground theories, held by members of one subgroup of the society, were 

significantly different or incompatible with a second set of considered 

judgements, also in equilibrium with a different set of principles and 

theories, held by members of a second subgroup of the society. Such a 

situation is not improbable given what we know about the genesis of 

considered judgements: The considered judgements held by a person are 

a function of the person's psychological and sociological constitution. 

In addition, as we pointed out in chapter ( 5 ) ,  the flexibility of 

individuals, in their willingness to revise considered judgements, in 

L 
order to reach equilibrium, also varies considerably. This variation 

in flexibility can also be explained by psychological and sociological 

mechanisms. Since the psychological and sociological factors germane 

to the genesis of considered judgements can and do vary from individual 



t o  i n d i v i d u a l ,  it i s  reasonable t o  assume t h a t  t h e  considered judgements 

he ld  by d i f f e r e n t  members of a s o c i e t y  could vary both p r i o r  t o  and i n  

equi l ibr ium.  

These cons ide ra t ions  support t h e  claim t h a t  t h e  R/D theory al lows 

f o r  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of mul t ip ly  j u s t i f i e d  m o r a l i t i e s ,  with r e spec t  t o  

a  p a r t i c u l a r  s o c i e t y ,  o r  i n  t h e  terminology t h a t  we w i l l  adopt ,  t h e  

R/D theory impl ica tes  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of " i n t r a s o c i e t a l "  r e l a t iv i sm.  

I n t r a s o c i e t a l  r e l a t i v i s m  would be implicated by a  theory of moral 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  i f  two condi t ions  were t r u e :  

(i) The theory T j u s t i f i e s  two d i f f e r e n t  m o r a l i t i e s ,  e i t h e r  s i m p l i c i t e r ,  

o r  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  d i f f e r e n t  persons o r  groups i n  t h e  soc ie ty .  For 

example, T  could be a  theory according t o  which: 

( a )  Moral judgement o r  p r i n c i p l e  P i s  j u s t i f i e d  e i t h e r  s i m p l i c i t e r  o r  

i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  A ,  where ' A '  s tands  f o r  some person o r  some group. 

(b)  Moral judgement o r  p r i n c i p l e  not-P i s  j u s t i f i e d  e i t h e r  s i m p l i c i t e r  

o r  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  B, where ' B '  s tands  f o r  some person o r  some group o the r  

than t h e  person o r  group t h a t  ' A '  s tands  f o r .  

( c )  Moral p r i n c i p l e s  P  and not-P a r e  e i t h e r  both j u s t i f i e d  o r  both v a l i d ,  

o r  both j u s t i f i e d  o r  v a l i d  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  someone. 

(ii) T does no t  spec i fy  a  method of  e t h i c a l  reasoning t h a t  can be expected 

t o  show, when t h e r e  i s  a  c o n f l i c t  of p r i n c i p l e s ,  t h a t  one and only one 

p r i n c i p l e  can be j u s t i f i e d  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a l l  p a r t i e s  concerned, i - e . ,  

t o  everyone i n  t h e  s o c i e t y ,  o r  t h a t  one and only  one p r i n c i p l e  i s  c o r r e c t  

o r  v a l i d .  Of course ,  no t  any method w i l l  do. 

The kind of method r e f e r r e d  t o  i n  (ii) would s a t i s f y  t h e  following 

two condi t ions :  



1. The non-arbi trary condi t ion  

The method should be non-arbi trary.  It should not ,  f o r  example, 

advocate t h e  f l i p p i n g  of  a  coin  i n  order  t o  show t h a t  only one of t h e  

p r i n c i p l e s  P  o r  not-P i s  v a l i d  o r  c o r r e c t ,  o r  t h a t  only one of t h e s e  

p r i n c i p l e s  can be j u s t i f i e d  t o  a l l  p a r t i e s  concerned. 

2. The J u s t i f i c a t i o n  condi t ion  

The method should be one such t h a t  i f  it i s  u t i l i z e d ,  then one succeeds 

i n  speci fy ing condi t ions  under which a  moral i ty  i t s e l f  i s  j u s t i f i e d ,  and 

not  i n  speci fy ing condi t ions  under which a  person o r  a  group i s  j u s t i f i e d  - 

i n  i t s  moral views. Hence, condi t ion  (ii) i s  t h a t  T  f a i l s  t o  speci fy  

a  non-arbi trary method of  o b j e c t i v e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  

Clear ly  the  R/D theory impl ica tes  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of i n t r a s o c i e t a l  

r e l a t iv i sm.  We have seen t h a t  t h e  theory ,  i n  connection with a  p a r t i c u l a r  

s o c i e t y ,  allows f o r  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of mul t ip ly  j u s t i f i e d  m o r a l i t i e s ,  

and t h e  theory does not  spec i fy  a  method of e t h i c a l  reasoning t h a t  would 

e s t a b l i s h  t h a t  only one of t h e  m o r a l i t i e s ,  would be v a l i d  o r  j u s t i f i e d  

f o r  everyone i n  t h e  soc ie ty .  

Besides t h e  R/D theory ,  var ious  o t h e r  meta-ethical  t h e o r i e s  impl ica te  

the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of i n t r a s o c i e t a l  r e l a t iv i sm.  Consider, f o r  example, 

Richard Brandt 's  theory.  Brandt argues t h a t  a l l  f u l l y  r a t i o n a l  persons 

would tend t o  support a  moral code t h a t  has a t  l e a s t  some elements - 

t h e  so-cal led "Hobbesian Core" - t h a t  a r e  commonly shared. Even g ran t ing  

t h i s ,  it i s  p l a u s i b l e  t o  assume t h a t  d i f f e r e n t  r a t i o n a l  agents  i n  a  

s o c i e t y ,  a p a r t  from t h e  Hobbesian moral i ty ,  would tend t o  support d i f f e r e n t  

moral codes. Roughly, a s  ind ica ted  i n  chapter  (5), according t o  Brandt 's  

theory ,  given t h a t  an a g e n t ' s  d e s i r e s  a r e  r a t i o n a l  and given t h a t  an agent 



has f u l l  r e l e v a n t  information,  it would be r a t i o n a l  f o r  t h a t  agent  t o  

support a  moral code. And s i n c e  t h e  moral code i s  supported by a  f u l l y  

r a t i o n a l  agen t ,  t h a t  code i s  j u s t i f i e d  f o r  t h a t  agent .  But i f  it i s  

p l a u s i b l e  t o  assume t h a t  d i f f e r e n t  r a t i o n a l  agents  i n  a  soc ie ty  would 

tend t o  support  d i f f e r e n t  moral codes a p a r t  from t h e  Hobbesian moral i ty ,  

then  Brandt ' s  theory  impl ica tes  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of i n t r a s o c i e t a l  r e l a t iv i sm.  

Jones,  f o r  example, might support  a  code t h a t  condemns abor t ion ,  whereas 

Smith might suppor t  a  code t h a t  condones abor t ion .  In  t h i s  case ,  t h e  

judgement "Abortion i s  n o t  wrong'' would be j u s t i f i e d  f o r  Smith, and t h e  

judgement " ~ b o r t i o n  i s  wrong" would be j u s t i f i e d  f o r  Jones. Moreover, 

Brandt 's  theory  does n o t  s p e c i f y  a  non-arbi t rary  method of  e t h i c a l  

reasoning t h a t  would e s t a b l i s h  t h a t  only one of t h e s e  judgements i s  

j u s t i f i e d  f o r  both  Jones and Smith. 

2.  Morality and Soc ia l  I n s t i t u t i o n s  

I d e a l l y ,  i f  moral i ty  i s  t o  p lay  a  r o l e  " in  governing t h e  l i f e  o r  

ac t ions  of a  r a t i o n a l  and informed person o r  ~ o c i e t y , " ~  t h e  moral i ty  

must be a  j u s t i f i e d  one. Of course ,  even i f  a  moral i ty  i s  not  j u s t i f i e d ,  

it may play a  r o l e  i n  guiding t h e  l i f e  of a  person. This would be t h e  

case ,  f o r  example, i f  a  person s i n c e r e l y ,  but  f a l s e l y ,  be l ieved t h a t  a  

moral i ty  were j u s t i f i e d  f o r  him. But i n  such a  s i t u a t i o n ,  i f  t h e  person 

were t o  a c t  i n  accordance wi th  t h e  moral i ty  i n  v i r t u e  of  h i s  be l i ev ing  

t h a t  it i s  a  j u s t i f i e d  one, h i s  reasons f o r  so  a c t i n g  would be based on 

a  f a l s e  b e l i e f .  For such a  person,  moral i ty  would only inadver ten t ly  

inf luence  h i s  l i f e .  Moreover, s i n c e  a  moral i ty  may be j u s t i f i e d  e i t h e r  

s i m p l i c i t e r  o r  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a  person o r  a  group without being t h e  

group's  moral i ty  i n  t h e  sense  t h a t  members of t h e  group subscr ibe  t o  it 



o r  even know of  it, m o r a l i t i e s  t h a t  a r e  t o  f i g u r e  i n  t h e  l i v e ' s  of 

r a t i o n a l  agen t s  must i d e a l l y  be both j u s t i f i e d ,  and subscribed t o  by them. 

Let us  d i s t i n g u i s h  between a moral i ty  t h a t  i s  both  j u s t i f i e d  and subscribed 

t o  by some r e l e v a n t  group, and a moral i ty t h a t  i s  a j u s t i f i e d  moral i ty  

bu t  t h a t  i s  not  subscribed t o  by t h e  r e l evan t  group i n  ques t ion .  

We contended t h a t  t h e  R/D theory impl ica tes  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of 

i n t r a s o c i e t a l  r e l a t i v i s m .  It i s  c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  theory would impl ica te  

t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of i n t r a s o c k t a l  r e l a t i v i s m  even when t h e  mul t ip ly  

j u s t i f i e d  m o r a l i t i e s  were subscribed t o .  I w i l l  now argue t h a t  any 

theory t h a t  impl ica tes  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of i n t r a s o c i e t a l  r e l a t iv i sm,  

where the  mul t ip ly  j u s t i f i e d  m o r a l i t i e s  a r e  subscribed t o ,  w i l l  encounter 

d i f f i c u l t i e s  when it comes t o  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n  of a  s e t  of j u s t i f i e d  

moral p r i n c i p l e s .  The argument can be summarized a s  fol lows:  

(1) Numerous a s p e c t s  of  moral i ty  a r e  embodied i n  s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  

( 2 )  I f  these  i n s t i t u t i o n s  a r e  themselves t o  be j u s t i f i e d ,  o r  i f  t h e  

p r a c t i c e s  enjoined by these  i n s t i t u t i o n s  a r e  themselves t o  be j u s t i f i e d ,  

then t h e  moral p r i n c i p l e s  underlying these  i n s t i t u t i o n s  must themselves 

be j u s t i f i e d .  

( 3 )  I n  a s i t u a t i o n  where a theory of moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n  al lows f o r  t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  of two would-be-subscribed-to m o r a l i t i e s  being j u s t i f i e d ,  

e i t h e r  s i m p l i c i t e r ,  o r  r e l a t i v e  t o  subgroups of a  soc ie ty ,  t h e r e  would 

be no appropr ia t e  method t o  decide between t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n  of 

incompatible s e t s  of moral p r i n c i p l e s .  The methods a v a i l a b l e  would be 

inappropr ia te  i n  t h a t :  (i) Ei the r  they would be a r b i t r a r y  - they would 

v i o l a t e  t h e  "non-arbi t rary  condit ion",  o r  (ii) they would be methods, 

which i f  u t i l i z e d ,  would succeed i n  speci fy ing cond i t ions  under which 



persons were justified - in adhering to the practices of an institution, 

and not in specifying conditions under which the practices themselves 

were justified. In other words, the available methods would violate 

the "Justification condition". 

(4) Given (3), any theory of moral justification that implicates the 

possibility of intrasocietal relativism, where the multiply justified 

moralities are subscribed to, will have difficulties when it comes to 

the institutionaLization of moral principles. Since these difficulties . 
arise specifically in virtue of the theory allowing for the possibility 

of intrasocietal relativism, the theory can have disturbing social 

implications. 

I take it that premises (1) and (2) are not controversial. However 

Premises (3) and (4) require discussion. 

Let us suppose that a theory of moral justification analogous to 

the R/D theory has succeeded in justifying two different moralities, 

in relation to different subgroups within a society. The two moralities 

need not be entirely incompatible. For example, they could agree on 

the prohibition of things like assault, rape, murder etc. but disagree 

significantly with regard to such issues as abortion, and distributive 

justice. Let us also suppose that a number of "social architects" have 

been commissioned the task of institutionalizing moral principles for 

the society as a whole. For example, it has been put to the social 

architects to institutionalize a complete and consistent policy of 

distributive justice, and a complete and consistent policy regarding the 

morality of abortion. Since the policies in question must be justified, 

the social architects begin by an examination of the prominent justified 



theories of abortion and distributive justice. However, when they do 

this, they are confronted with the following problem: How are they to 

rationally decide between the institutionalization of the relevant 

principles of the two justified moralities, assuming that both these 

moralities have complete and consistent policies regarding distributive 

justice and abortion? 

It is not open to them to decide by decree, or by flipping a coin 

since these methods would be arbitrary. R.M. Hare4 (p.69) proposes an 

alternative1 Hare seems to be suggesting that in a situation analogous 

to the one described above, a social architect should decide which 

morality to institutionalize, not by any arbitrary means, but by careful 

reflection on the consequences and the way of life represented by each 

of the moralities. Such a method to decide between the institutionalization 

of competing moralities would then reflect psychological facts about 

persons. This would be so since we know that the way of life favoured 

by an individual is a function of factors such as: whether the individual's 

upbringing was authoritative or liberal; whether the individual was brought 

up in a religious or in a non-religious environment; the social environment 

in which the individual spent his early childhood; the individual's 

education; and the early childhood experiences of the individual. Since 

these factors can vary quite radically from individual to individual, it 

is plausible to assume that persons with different psychologies would 

favour different ways of life and hence different moralities. 

But if persons with different psychologies would favour different 

moralities, then different social architects with different psychologies, 

would favour different moralities. If two social architects were to 



favour d i f f e r e n t  m o r a l i t i e s ,  it i s  unclear  what non-arbi trary method 

could be propounded t o  decide  between t h e s e  competing m o r a l i t i e s .  

In  add i t ion ,  i f  we were t o  r e l y  on such a procedure f o r  choosing 

between t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n  of competing m o r a l i t i e s ,  then  we would 

u l t ima te ly  be descr ib ing condi t ions  under which a person were j u s t i f i e d  

i n  h i s  moral views and not  cond i t ions  under which a moral i ty i t s e l f  were - 
j u s t i f i e d .  This would be s o  s ince  t h e  choice between competing m o r a l i t i e s  

would u l t ima te ly  r e s t  p r imar i ly  on t h e  psychological  c o n s t i t u t i o n  of t h e  

chooser, and not on t h e  con ten t  of t h e  m o r a l i t i e s  i n  quest ion:  According 

t o  Hare 's  dec i s ion  procedure, we would be claiming t h a t  given t h a t  a  

person i s  brought up i n  a  c e r t a i n  environment, has a  c e r t a i n  type of 

education, and has c e r t a i n  exper iences ,  it i s  r a t i o n a l  f o r  him t o  p r e f e r  

one l i f e s t y l e ,  o r  one moral i ty ,  t o  another .  But t h i s  decis ion  procedure 

seems t o  l eave  it q u i t e  open a s  t o  whether t h e  moral i ty  i t s e l f  t h a t  a  

person would favour would be j u s t i f i e d  f o r  him. Suppose, f o r  example, 

a s  s o c i a l  a r c h i t e c t s ,  we decided t h a t  l i f e  would be a l t o g e t h e r  more 

p leasan t  i f  abor t ion  were condoned, and we favoured t h e  moral i ty t h a t  

d i f f e r e d  from the  a l t e r n a t e  moral i ty  only i n  t h a t  it condoned, whereas 

t h e  o ther  condemned abor t ion .  Then, a s  s o c i a l  a r c h i t e c t s ,  given our 

dec i s ion ,  we would perhaps be  j u s t i f i e d  - i n  our b e l i e f  t h a t  abor t ion  were 

permit ted,  b u t  t h i s  would not imply t h a t  t h e  moral judgement, "Abortion 

is  permit ted" were i t s e l f  j u s t i f i e d .  Moreover, i f  t h e  pol icy  of permi t t ing  

abor t ion  were i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d ,  then a s  s o c i a l  a r c h i t e c t s  it is  poss ib le  

t h a t  we would be j u s t i f i e d  - i n  adhering t o  t h i s  pol icy  o r  p r a c t i c e ,  bu t  

t h i s  would not  imply t h a t  t h e  p r a c t i c e  i t s e l f  were j u s t i f i e d .  To t ake  

another  example, suppose, a f t e r  c a r e f u l  r e f l e c t i o n ,  a s  s o c i a l  a r c h i t e c t s  



we decided that life would be better if benefits and burdens were to 

be distributed in accordance with utilitarian principles of distributive 

justice, rather than in accordance with the Rawlsian difference principle. 

Then as social architects we would perhaps be justified in our belief that - 
utilitarian principles of distributive justice were just principles, 

but this would not imply anything about whether the utilitarian principles 

were themselves justified. 

Is Hare's proposal the only available one to decide between the 

institutionalization of competing moralities, in a situation where a 

theory of moral justification has justified, either simpliciter or 

relative to subgroups, different moralities? Some theorists would 

claim that it is not. They would contend, for example, that in such 

a situation, one should adopt a "pluralistic" or a "liberalistic" 

policy with regard to institutionalizing moral principles. That is 

to say, in such a situation, institutions should be designed to accommodate 

a variety of different views about particular social policies. For 

5 
example, Daniel Callahan argues that: 

"The strength of pluralistic societies lies in the personal 
freedom they afford individuals. One is free to choose among 
religious, philosophical, ideological, and political creeds; 
or one can create one's own highly personal, idiosyncratic 
moral code and view of the universe." (p.124) 

In connection with abortion Callahan writes: 

"It is reasonable and legitimate to say that a woman should be 
left free to make the decision in the light of her own personal 
values; that is I believe the best legal solution." (p.125) 



Callahan then suggests a number of questions and considerations 

women ought "to think about as they try to work out their own views 

on abortion." (p.125) Questions such as: What philosophical assumptions 

are implicit in different uses of the word 'human'? What biological 

evidence should be considered? What philosophical theory of biological 

analysis is required? What are the social consequences of different 

kinds of analyses? (p.126) 

In a society with multiply justified moralities, pluralists, in 

connection with the issue of institutionalizing moral principles, 

could argue in the following way: 

"The question of rationally deciding between the institutionalization 
of competing moral principles need not arise. It need not arise 
since one can design social institutions which embody principles 
general enough to accommodate a variety of views regarding such 
issues as abortion, advertising, distributive justice, etc. For 
example, in connection with abortion, one could institutionalize 
highly permissive laws which specified that the final decision is 
to be left to the woman." 

Is pluralism a credible alternative to Hare's proposal when it 

comes to the institutionalization of competing moralities? 

First we should note that it is not a genuine alternative to Hare's 

proposal since it does not offer a rational procedure to decide between 

the institutionalization of competing principles. According to our 

interpretation of pluralism, no such procedure is required. 

Second, in accordance with our construal of pluralism, it is unclear 

whether it would be of any help in institutionalizing moral principles 

if the principles in question were not general enough. For example, how 

would pluralism be of any help in rationally adjucating between the 

institutionalization of the justified principles "Abortion is right" 



and "Abortion i s  not  r i g h t " ?  The p l u r a l i s t  might r e p l y  t h a t  i n  such 

cases ,  persons should be l e f t  t o  decide on t h e i r  own, and t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  

t h a t  a r e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  'should r e f l e c t  t h i s  p o s i t i o n .  

But t h i s  r e p l y  w i l l  not  do. F i r s t l y ,  it seems t o  be h ighly  

question-begging. Secondly, with r e spec t  t o  c e r t a i n  moral i s s u e s ,  it 

i s  not  even prima f a c i e  p l a u s i b l e .  For example, i n  t h e  event t h a t  a  -- 
theory of moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n  j u s t i f i e d  u t i l i t a r i a n  p r i n c i p l e s  of 

d i s t r i b u t i v e  j u s t i c e  r e l a t i v e  t o  one subgroup, and Rawlsian p r i n c i p l e s  

r e l a t i v e  t o  a  second subgroup, it would be implaus ib le  t o  permit  ind iv idua l s  

t o  choose, perhaps v i a  t h e  medium of h ighly  permissive laws, whatever 

system of d i s t r i b u t i v e  j u s t i c e  they were p a r t i a l  t o .  

F i n a l l y ,  t h i s  r e p l y  i s  inadequate s i n c e ,  i f  one were t o  adopt what 

it recommends, then one would v i o l a t e  t h e  " J u s t i f i c a t i o n  condit ion":  

Consider a s o c i e t y  with h ighly  permissive abor t ion  laws, where t h e  f i n a l  

dec i s ion  i s  l e f t  t o  t h e  woman. Even i f  a  woman, i n  deciding whether 

t o  ob ta in  an  abor t ion ,  were t o  r e f l e c t  c a r e f u l l y  on a l l  t h e  r e l e v a n t  

cons ide ra t ions  o u t l i n e d  by Callahan, her  dec i s ion  would l a r g e l y  be 

influenced by - h e r  conception of t h e  good l i f e .  Af te r  c a r e f u l  r e f l e c t i o n ,  

perhaps she would be j u s t i f i e d  i n  her  b e l i e f  t h a t  abor t ion  i s  r i g h t ,  - 
but  t h i s  would n o t  j u s t i f y  t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  abor t ion  i s  r i g h t .  Like 

Hare's proposal ,  t h e  p l u r a l i s t ' s  suggest ions a s  t o  how one should proceed 

with regard t o  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z i n g  j u s t i f i e d  moral p r i n c i p l e s  i n  a  soc ie ty  

with mul t ip ly  j u s t i f i e d  m o r a l i t i e s ,  v i o l a t e s  t h e  " J u s t i f i c a t i o n  condit ion".  

The d i f f i c u l t i e s  t h a t  would a r i s e  i n  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z i n g  moral 

p r i n c i p l e s  i f  a  theory  of moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n  were t o  j u s t i f y  two o r  

more would-be-subscribed-to m o r a l i t i e s ,  e i t h e r  s i m p l i c i t e r  o r  i n  r e l a t i o n  



to subgroups, for a society, would arise specifically in virtue of 

the theory justifying more than one morality for the society. The 

difficulties would not arise, for example, if a theory of moral 

justification justified a single morality that was subscribed to, 

either simpliciter or in relation to persons, for the society as a 

whole. In this case, it would be the moral principles of the unique 

justified morality that would ideally be embodied in the various social 

institutions. 

If the above argument is cogent, then it could be extended to 

cases involving inter societal relativism. That is to say, if we had 

a set of social institutions relevant to all societies and specific 

to no particular society, then with respect to this set of institutions, 

difficulties, similar to the ones discussed above, would arise, regarding 

the institutionalization of competing moralities, with a theory of moral 

justification that implicated the possibility of inter societal relativism. 

Universal defense systems and universal health-care systems would be 

examples of the types of institutions that we have in mind. 

To summarize, we have presented an argument to the effect that 

a theory of moral justification that can justify two or more moralities 

that are subscribed to by different groups, for a society, and that does 

not specify a rational procedure to establish that only one of the moralities 

can be justified for all members of the society, will encounter difficulties 

in institutionalizing moral principles. The argument will not appear 

compelling to a person who cares little about rational decision making: 

Such a person, when confronted with the issue of institutionalizing 

incompatible justified moral principles, may eschew rational decision 



making. He may opt for coin-flipping. But if rationality is an 

underlying constraint, and if the moral principles at the foundation 

of our social and political institutions are to be both rational and 

justified, then one cannot ignore the troublesome social consequences 

that are entailed by a theory of moral justification that implicates the 

possibility of intrasocietal relativism. 

3 .  The Uni-Moral Constraint 

The entailment of these untenable consequences, by a theory of 

moral justification that allows for the possibility of intrasocietal 

relativism, suggests a general constraint that it would be reasonable 

to accept in enabling one to decide between competing theories that 

purport to justify a moral judgement or a morality. Let us call this 

constraint the "Uni-moral constraint". Our defense for this constraint 

simply rests on the ideal of the rational society. As mentioned above, 

if rationality is an underlying constraint, and if the moral principles 

at the foundation of our social and political structures are to be 

rational and justified, then the Uni-moral constraint recommends itself 

as a regulatory constraint. 

We will conclude this chapter by developing the Uni-moral constraint. 

Roughly, according to this constraint, given two (or more) theories of 

the justification of a morality, all other things being equal, it would -- -- 
be reasonable to prefer the theory that does not implicate the possibility 

of intrasocietal relativism. 

When would "all other things be equal"? Good meta-ethical theories 

must satisfy a number of constraints. Amongst the not-so-very controversial 

constraints, we can list the following: 



(i) The theory must be c o n s i s t e n t  and non-circular .  

(ii) I t  must s a t i s f y  cond i t ions  of s i m p l i c i t y  - it must no t  mul t ip ly  

e n t i t i e s  unnecessar i ly .  1 

(iii) The theory must expla in  how it i s  t h a t  moral language can be used 

t o  recommend. 

( i v )  The theory  must expla in  t h e  phenomenon of reason giv ing i n  moral 

d iscourse .  

I do not  pre tend t h a t  t h i s  l i s t  i s  complete. Some t h e o r i s t s ,  

f o r  example, argue t h a t  meta-e th ica l  t h e o r i e s  must not  have normative 

impl ica t ions .  But suppose we have circumscribed a  reasonable s e t  of 

condi t ions  t h a t  an e t h i c a l  theory must s a t i s f y ,  a a  
1 

, . . . , an,  excluding 

t h e  Uni-moral c o n s t r a i n t .  Then a l l  o t h e r  th ings  would be equal between 

two t h e o r i e s  of  moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n  i f  they s a t i s f i e d  t h e  same condi t ions  

from t h e  s e t .  

To i l l u s t r a t e  and t o  e l a b o r a t e  some of t h e s e  ideas ,  cons ider  t h e o r i e s  

of moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n  T and T Let  T  be a  theory according t o  which: 
1 2 ' 1 

(i) Moral judgement o r  p r i n c i p l e  P i s  j u s t i f i e d  e i t h e r  s i m p l i c i t e r  o r  

i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  A ,  where "A" s tands  f o r  some person o r  some group. 

(ii) Moral judgement o r  p r i n c i p l e  not-P i s  j u s t i f i e d  e i t h e r  s i m p l i c i t e r  

o r  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  B,  where "B" s tands  f o r  some person o r  some group o the r  

than t h e  person o r  group t h a t  "A" s tands  f o r .  

(iii) Moral p r i n c i p l e s  P  and not-P a r e  e i t h e r  both j u s t i f i e d  o r  both 

v a l i d ,  o r  both j u s t i f i e d  o r  v a l i d  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  someone. 

We w i l l  assume t h a t  t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  P and not-P c o n f l i c t  i n  some 

sense of " c o n f l i c t " .  

L e t  T be a  theory according t o  which: 
2 



(i) Moral judgement or principle P is provisionally justified either 

simpliciter, or in relation to A, where "A" stands for some person or 

some group. 

(ii) Moral judgement or principle not-P is provisionally justified 

either simpliciter, or in relation to B, where "B" stands for a person 

or group. 

Let us also assume that T unlike T specifies a method of ethical 
2 ' 1 ' 

reasoning that can be expected to show, when there is a provisional 

conflict of principles, that one and only one principle can be justified 

to all parties concerned, or that one and only one principle is correct 

or valid. The method must satisfy the "Non-arbitrary" and the "Justifi- 

cation" conditions. 

Suppose T and T both satisfied the same conditions that good 
1 2 

meta-ethical theories must satisfy. Then the Uni-moral constraint would 

have it that it would be reasonable to prefer T to T 
2 1 - 

We can now formulate a final version of the Uni-moral constraint. 

The Uni-moral constraint: 

Given two theories of moral justification T and T where: 
1 2 ' 

(i) T and T both satisfy the same conditions from the set a 
1 2 

l,a21 -.-a n 

where a to a are conditions that good meta-ethical theories must 
1 n 

satisfy, and 

(ii) TZ differs from T in that T satisfies condition M I  whereas T 1 2 1 

does not, it would be reasonable to prefer T to T 
2 1 ' 

Condition M: If the theory allows for the possibility that it provisionally 

justifies different, incompatible moralities for different subgroups in 

a society, the theory specifies a method that will show that one and only 



one of the moralities is justified for everyone in the society. The 

method satisfies the "Non-arbitrary" and the "Justification" conditions. 

Recall that the Non-arbitrary condition states that the method should 

be non-arbitrary, and the Justification condition requires that the 

method be one such that if it is utilized, then one succeeds in specifying 

conditions under which a morality itself is justified, an3 not in 

specifying conditions under which a person or a group is justified in - 

its moral views. 
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CONCLUSION 

In chapter (l), we contended that conservativism, as an approach 

to developing and assessing moral theory, commands a prevalent position 

on the current philosophical scene. The work of Rawls and Daniels 

represents the most ambitious and sustained attempt to developing a 

conservative theory of moral justification. Although it is impossible 

to remain unimpressed by the ingenuity and sophistication of the theory, 

conservative wide reflective equilibrium has its pitfalls. 

In this thesis, we have ltried to indicate the major inadequacies 

of the theory. We generated three independent criticisms of the theory. 

First, we questioned the conservativism of the theory: We argued that 

neither Rawls nor Dniels seems to have a rationale for using considered 

judgements as standards against which ethical theory is to be assessed. 

In addition, the inability of the theory to circumvent the "no credibility" 

objection suggests that conservative wide reflective equilibrium theory 

cannot be viewed as a comprehensive or general theory of moral justification: 

The theory must assume ginitio that our considered judgements, the very 

standards against which ethical theory is to be assessed, are themselves 

justified. 

Secondly, we argued that the R/D theory is not a theory germane 

to the justification of a morality. This argument turned on the distinction 

between a person's being justified in holding a morality and a morality 

itself being justified. We presented considerations to sustain the view 

that, at best, the R/D theory specifies conditions under which persons 

are justified - in their moral beliefs. 

Finally, we argued that the R/D theory has a potential for disturbing 



social implications - it is a theory susceptible to difficulties when 
it comes to institutionalizing moral principles. These difficulties 

arise in virtue of the theory implicating the possibility of what we 

called "intrasocietal relativism". 

The cogency of these criticisms will dictate whether we are to 

reassess the tenability of the R/D conservative wide reflective 

equilibrium theory. 
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