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PARADOXES OF CONVICTION
Are nurtured beliefs irrational?
Martijn Boot
Abstract

Many religious, ideological and other beliefs are induced by upbringing. In ‘Paradoxes of Conviction’ G.A. Cohen asks why we persist in a belief, when we know we have this belief rather than a rival one, because we were brought up to believe it. Cohen adduces a syllogistic argument (named ‘the Argument’) that seems to demonstrate the irrationality of holding on to such a nurtured belief. If the Argument is right, it has far-reaching consequences because many nurtured religious and other beliefs should then be abandoned as being irrational. This essay shows that the Argument is fallacious. 
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INTRODUCTION

In ‘Paradoxes of Conviction’
 the late Professor of Social and Political Theory at Oxford University, G. A. Cohen, reflects on the rationality of his belief in radical egalitarianism:

. . . I stick to [my radical egalitarian views] even though I know that I hold them because they were instilled in me, and that less radical views with no less good epistemic credentials might have been instilled in me if, for example, I had been brought up in the upper-middle-class Jewish part of Montreal instead of in the working-class Jewish part of Montreal (2000: 1).

Other thinkers too have pointed out the contingent origin of many religious, ideological and other nurtured beliefs. In On Liberty John Stuart Mill (1859, 1989) argues that the (religious) believer must be aware of the fact that 

mere accident has decided which of numerous worlds is the object of his reliance, and that the same causes which make him a Churchman in London would have made him a Buddhist or a Confucian in Peking.

In his Essays Michel de Montaigne (1592, 1987) advocates that – in the light of the large diversity of rival beliefs and the influence of nurture on our beliefs – we suspend our judgment.
 Brian Barry (1999: 171) argues that the awareness of the influence of accidental backgrounds and predispositions on our beliefs must lead to uncertainty about their truth:

The sheer weight of the evidence in favour of scepticism seems overwhelming. It is hard not to be impressed by the fact that so many people have devoted so much effort over so many centuries to a matter of the greatest moment with so little success in the way of securing rational conviction among those not initially predisposed in favour of their conclusions.’ 

In ‘Paradoxes of Conviction’ Cohen questions the rationality rather than the truth of inherited and nurtured beliefs.
 He has constructed a rigorous syllogistic argument, which he calls “the Argument” and concludes that many of these beliefs are irrational. The Argument runs as follows:

(1) It is not rational to believe p rather than q when you know that you lack good reason to believe p rather than q. 

(2) You lack good reason to believe p rather than a rival proposition q when you cannot justifiably believe that your grounds for believing p are better than another's grounds for believing q.

(3) In a wide range of cases of nurtured belief, people who continue to believe p (can readily be brought to) realize that they believe p rather than q not because they have grounds for believing p that are better than the grounds for believing q that others have but because they were induced to believe p without being supplied with such differentiating grounds. 

(        (4) The beliefs described in (3) are irrational (and the people who believe them are pro tanto irrational) (Cohen 2000: 12-13; emphasis original).

Brian Barry (1999: 168-73), who commented on an earlier draft of Cohen’s Argument, thinks that not beliefs as such (whether they are nurtured or not) but claims to certainty are ill-founded. Given the wide range of rival beliefs amongst equally intelligent and well-informed persons and given the contingent factors that play a part in the origin of beliefs, he argues, it is not rational to be convinced of the truth of one’s belief; one should only be tentative about it. In an unpublished version of ‘Paradoxes of Conviction’
 Cohen argues that, if the Argument is correct, Barry’s view is ‘too modest’: the relevant beliefs are irrational even if they are tentative rather than claims to certainty. As Cohen (2000: 13) indicates, the Argument’s conclusion is paradoxical because it contradicts the prevailing confidence in the rationality and reasonableness of the beliefs under consideration: “If the Argument is sound, then people are starkly irrational in contexts where we do not normally account them irrational.” The paradox can be summarised by the following question: ‘Why do we go on believing what we were brought up to believe when we know we believe it because we were brought up to believe it?’
 Cohen realised that if the Argument is right, it has far-reaching consequences. Many religious, ideological and other beliefs should then be abandoned and their adherents would be ‘stripped of the convictions which structure their personality and behaviour’ (Cohen 2000: 15). The Argument does not question the rationality of religious and other comprehensive beliefs in general. It is targeted on nurtured beliefs. However, many beliefs are, at least partly, nurtured. Besides, some of Cohen’s claims of irrationality apply to many beliefs in general, whether they are nurtured or not and whether they are religious, moral, philosophical or scientific. Therefore, if the Argument is well founded, it has far-reaching implications for the rationality of a wider range of beliefs than the Argument is strictly targeted on. Cohen was not sure that the Argument is sound, but he did not succeed in discovering what was wrong with it. He invited other thinkers to detect possible errors. The present essay responds to Cohen’s invitation. I will try to show that there is something wrong with the Argument rather than with the rationality of the relevant beliefs. I suspect that this is good news not only for the relevant believers, but also for Cohen, because he would have preferred his Argument to be mistaken rather than his egalitarian belief to be irrational. 

As Cohen indicates, an argument can be challenged in at least three ways: by questioning its soundness (‘are the premises true?’), its validity (‘does the conclusion logically follow from the premises?’) and the consistency of its implications. I think the Argument is valid but neither sound nor consistent. The Argument is valid because its conclusion follows logically from its premises. It is not sound because at least one of the premises – the third one – is false. It is not consistent because it entails that one and the same reflective belief may turn out to be simultaneously rational (if non-nurtured) and irrational (if nurtured). I will focus on the third premise, which is fallacious for at least three reasons: it is based on a false assumption, commits a causal fallacy and erroneously supposes that beliefs require objectively superior credentials in order to be rational. I will further adduce what might be called the ‘asymmetry argument’: lack of objectively superior credentials does not require that we assign equal weight to counter-arguments adduced by others who adhere to rival beliefs as to arguments supporting our own belief, even if we regard our rivals as ‘epistemic peers’. The paper concludes with a reductio ad absurdum that reveals the Argument’s inconsistent implications. The refutation of the Argument dissolves the paradox and vindicates the rationality of the relevant nurtured beliefs. In the penultimate section I will try to show that nurtured convictions (nurtured beliefs without doubts) are nevertheless paradoxical and irrational. I will argue that the revised paradox is caused by the fact that not only the relevant beliefs but also the ways of reflecting on these beliefs are, at least partly, influenced by nurture. 
3. THE THIRD PREMISE

[‘In a wide range of cases of nurtured belief, people who continue to believe p (can readily be brought to) realize that they believe p rather than q not because they have grounds for believing p that are better than the grounds for believing q that others have but because they were induced to believe p without being supplied with such differentiating grounds.’] 

3.1. False assumption

The third premise states that many reflective nurtured believers realize (or can readily be brought to realize) that the reasons for their belief in p are not better than the reasons which other nurtured believers have for their rival beliefs. This is an empirical claim the truth of which Cohen takes for granted. The third premise begs the question with respect to persons who reflectively and consciously persist in a nurtured belief: if it is assumed that they realize they lack good reasons for their belief, they are obviously irrational if they continue to believe it.
 Few persons who reflectively and consciously persist in a nurtured belief will recognize themselves in the third premise. Besides, the conviction with which Cohen himself persisted in his egalitarian belief forms a challenge. He defended it with such fervour that it is difficult to assume that he really believed he lacked good reasons for it.
 Cohen argues that the third premise and the Argument apply not only to belief induced by upbringing, but also to educated belief (Cohen 2001: 16-18). He discusses his own belief in the ‘analytic/synthetic distinction’ – a belief that he ascribes to his education at Oxford where, amongst others, Peter Strawson defended this distinction. Cohen wonders whether he (Cohen) is rational if he holds on to his ‘Oxford-nurtured’ belief while he realizes that he would not have believed it if he had been educated at Harvard, where Willard Van Orman Quine was the master and denied the validity of the analytic/synthetic distinction. It is true, Cohen admits, that he (Cohen) compared Oxford’s arguments for the analytic/synthetic distinction to Quine’s counter-arguments and that, after careful study of ‘anti- and pro-Quine articles’, he thought that ‘Quine was wrong’. However, he continues, Quine and his students had equally scrutinized Oxford’s arguments and concluded that these were wrong. Does this awareness imply, as Cohen suggests, that holding on to his own belief is irrational? This would be correct if he really thought that he believed in the superiority of the Oxford arguments only because of his Oxford education. But this is not the case. His belief was, although induced by education, consciously confirmed by reflection. Cohen recognizes this, but argues that the same applies to the Harvard scholars, whose belief equally survived reflection. However, in the context of the Argument this is irrelevant because it does not change the (only relevant) fact that Cohen does not think that he holds his view ‘only because it had been instilled in him’. In studying Quine’s arguments Cohen might have changed his mind, just as Kant had done when he was roused from his (nurtured) ‘dogmatic slumber’ by Hume, who for his part had given up, after reflection, his ‘inherited’ Presbyterian belief. Therefore it is not the case that the ‘whole explanation’ of the difference between nurtured beliefs ‘lies typically in the upbringing’. Because nurtured believers may change their belief on reflection, differences in belief are the result not merely of differences in upbringing but also of differences in reflection. That is why reflective ‘nurtured or educated’ believers will deny, rather than realize, that they lack good reasons: they consciously believe they have better arguments than their rivals. So, although we (can easily be brought to) realize that our belief has been induced by our upbringing, this does not mean that we (can easily be brought to) realize that we persist in our belief (merely) because of our upbringing. If our reflection leads us to think that we have good reasons for persisting in our belief, there is no reason for thinking that this is irrational. So the central question raised by Cohen – ‘Why do we persist in believing what we were brought up to believe when we know that we lack good reasons for it?’ – is a pseudo-question based on the false assumption that ‘we know we lack good reasons’. Reflective believers deny they lack good reasons – otherwise they would not consciously believe what they believe. This denial is sufficient for avoiding the kind of irrationality that is the target of the Argument.
 But the third premise is fallacious in other ways as well. 
3.2. Causal fallacy

The Argument conceals the distinction between cause and reason. This is revealed if we look at the two distinct meanings in which the term ‘because’ is used in the third premise, which I repeat here: 

In a wide range of cases of nurtured belief, people who continue to believe p (can readily be brought to) realize that they believe p rather than q not because they have grounds for believing p that are better than the grounds for believing q that others have but because they were induced to believe p without being supplied with such differentiating grounds. 

The underlined opposition ‘not because . . . but because’ suggests the following meaning: ‘the reason is not . . . but the reason is’. This reading is not correct because the latter ‘because’ concerns a cause rather than a reason. The correct reading reveals the fallacy by showing the oddity of the sentence: ‘the reason is not . . . but the cause is’.  Reason and cause are put opposite one another while they belong to different kinds of explanation: motivational versus causal. The meaning variance of ‘cause’ (the shift from reason to cause) obfuscates the line of argument and is an instance of the ‘fallacy of equivocation’.
 Besides, and related to this, the third premise is not free from what Gerald Gaus calls a ‘causal fallacy’: the failure to recognize the distinction between efficient cause and sustaining cause (Gaus 1996: 27-28). In analysing the justification of a person’s belief at any given time, we need to examine its sustaining cause. Why a belief was originally embraced (= efficient cause) is less relevant for the question whether it is now rationally justified to persist in it (= sustaining cause). Upbringing and education are efficient causes while reflective arguments are sustaining causes. 

With respect to a reflective nurtured Catholic and a reflective nurtured Presbyterian belief, Cohen writes that ‘the whole explanation of the difference between their beliefs . . . lies, typically, in their upbringing’ (Cohen 2000: 10). This is an explanation in terms of causes rather than reasons, as Cohen himself recognizes.
 If rationality of a belief has to do with reasons rather than causes, this does not say much about the rationality of the relevant beliefs. 

3.3. Superior epistemic credentials 

As said above, persistence in a nurtured belief need not be irrational if the believer denies that good grounds for his belief are lacking. However, a crucial question is whether, in the relevant cases, we are rationally justified to deny this, or whether we ought to realize that we lack good grounds for our nurtured belief. Cohen indeed suggests this.
 It cannot be credibly believed, he argues, that the rival parties’ reflective arguments differ in quality. If so, he continues, the only remaining relevant difference is the difference in upbringing.
According to Cohen the fact that one has been brought up in a specific belief is in itself no reason to think that persistence in this belief is irrational. Suppose, for instance, that one person was brought up to believe that the earth is round and another that the earth is flat. The round-earther has superior grounds for his belief and justifiably thinks that he can prove his position. By contrast, adherents of rival nurtured religious, philosophical or evaluative beliefs – for instance nurtured Catholics versus nurtured Presbyterians; or Cohen’s Oxford-nurtured versus Harvard-nurtured belief about the analytic/synthetic distinction – have to acknowledge that their reasons do not objectively differ in quality and depth and lack ‘superior epistemic credentials’ (Cohen 2000: 10-11, 14, 17-19). 

Cohen seems to be right that for rationally believing p rather than q it is not sufficient to believe that the reasons for p are not worse than the reasons for q: it is necessary to believe that they are better. However, believing that they are better is compatible with knowing that they have not been conclusively demonstrated to be better. Besides, the logic of facts differs from the logic of values, morality, philosophy and religion. Scientific hypotheses, which can be experimentally verified or falsified, differ from religious and moral beliefs, which cannot. Cohen’s comparison between the epistemic credentials of round-earthers as opposed to flat-earthers on the one side and the epistemic credentials of atheists as opposed to religious believers on the other side is inappropriate because it supposes the requirement of the same kind of credentials and evidence for different kinds of belief. A religious believer − whether ‘nurtured’ or not − cannot prove his position as opposed to an atheist (and vice versa) in the way a round-earther is able to do that as opposed to a flat-earther. The beliefs differ in kind and their standards of rationality and evidence are not interchangeable. Because religious truths cannot be perceived with our senses (at least not in the way we perceive physical objects) we should not expect to be able to evaluate and corroborate religious beliefs in the sense-perceptual way. Therefore it is not reasonable to expect that religious beliefs are amenable to independent and unambiguous corroboration (Eberle, 2002: 288). Assuming a similar way of evaluation would ignore the qualitative differences between philosophical, moral and religious matters on the one side and physical objects and empirical facts on the other. 

Even in cases of testable scientific beliefs concerning empirical facts, lack of superior credentials does not need to render persistence in one’s belief irrational. Is a natural scientist irrational if he continues to believe theory A rather than theory B when he lacks objectively superior credentials? Thomas Kuhn (1970) has shown that a scientist who is faced with counterevidence isn’t necessarily rationally compelled to quit his theory. Referring to Kuhn, Christopher Eberle (2002: 326) argues as follows: 

That those who persisted in their commitment to the Copernican theory of the solar system could provide no fully adequate response to the objection that, if the earth was actually moving, objects resting on the earth should fly right off, doesn’t indicate any irrationality on their part. The power and fruitfulness of the new theory was compelling enough to warrant many decades of patient forbearance until Newton resolved that problem. Just as a scientist can rationally persist in her commitments to claims partly constitutive of a fruitful scientific paradigm in spite of her inability to answer objections to each of those claims, a theist can rationally persist in her commitment to norms partly constitutive of a fruitful moral vision in spite of her inability to answer objections to each of those norms. 

Besides, a lack of conclusively superior credentials applies to virtually all rival beliefs (whether nurtured or not) – including scientific ones – adhered to by equally deep thinkers. Niels Bohr firmly believed his theory on the nature of physical reality was better than Albert Einstein’s, and the latter believed the opposite. If the fact that both scientists lacked conclusively superior epistemic credentials is no reason to regard their rival beliefs as irrational (as Cohen agrees), then it is not clear why the same lack of objectively superior grounds would mean that students nurtured in the Copenhagen school of thought are irrational if they persist in believing that Bohr’s theory is superior to Einstein’s. Similarly it is difficult to understand that if Strawson and Quine maintain their rationality if they persist in their rival beliefs in the validity of the analytic/synthetic distinction their students would be irrational if they do the same. The idea that lack of superior credentials renders rival nurtured beliefs irrational, while the same lack of superior credentials does not affect the rationality of rival non-nurtured beliefs, seems incoherent.
 Brian Barry has a similar objection. He adduces the following example. 

You and I go to the same play, and we disagree about how good it is. There must be something about us that accounts for the disagreement, something about personality or history or whatever, since we are responding to the same thing. We may agree about the good-making and bad-making characteristics of the play, yet simply be differently impressed by their relative importance. Does this make it irrational to hold the views we do? Why should it? We both have reasons for our views and we admit they’re not conclusive.

Cohen replies as follows: 

Each of us might think that his faculty of judgment and/or sensibility is, in general, superior to the other’s, and that this explains why we do not agree. If so, we can indeed comfortably persist in our disagreement . . .


If, however, we avow that the reason we’re differently impressed by the play is not different quality of judgment and/or sensibility but simply different background etc., then . . . the suspicion of irrationality persists (Cohen 2001: 16; emphasis original).

However, it remains unclear why lack of objectively superior credentials renders persistence in rival nurtured beliefs irrational if it does not affect the rationality of persistence in rival non-nurtured beliefs. Beliefs based on collectively developed, and passed on, traditions or schools of thought need not be less well considered than non-nurtured beliefs. Besides, the way we make evaluations and judgments is mostly influenced by our upbringing and education. Robert Merrihew Adams (1999: 359-360) argues as follows: 

The most fundamental ‘doxastic practices’ [practices of forming beliefs], including a rich array of evaluative ones, were taught to us in childhood . . . And even those we have acquired later in life . . . were in virtually every case learned directly or indirectly from other people . . .[T]his is definitely not to say that the doxastic practices are merely imitative . . . But the practices . . . were developed not by individuals but by societies, and arguably respond to reality with a richness and subtlety that would be beyond the capacity of any human individual to invent “from scratch”.

From this perspective, background beliefs and traditions – conceived as accumulated experience and knowledge – may be deeper and richer than what an individual, however intelligent and rational, is capable of discovering from scratch. If collectively and historically developed doxastic practices need not be less rational and profound than autonomously adopted individual beliefs, this has implications for the rationality of nurtured beliefs. If, as Cohen argues, one person may have a better ‘faculty of judgment and/or sensibility’ than another, the same may be true for one doxastic practice compared to another. Paraphrasing the first part of the second last quotation (Cohen’s reply to Barry): 

Each nurtured believer might think that his faculty of judgment and/or sensibility is, in general, superior to the other’s, and that this explains why they do not agree. If so, they can comfortably persist in their disagreement. 

In this light, Cohen’s remark that the reason for the difference in beliefs is ‘not different quality of judgment and/or sensibility but simply different background’ becomes pointless because different backgrounds and different nurtures may induce judgments or sensibilities that differ in quality. In sum, if lack of objectively superior credentials does not render a non-nurtured belief in p rather than q irrational, then there is no reason to think that it does if the same belief is nurtured.

4. THE ASYMMETRY ARGUMENT

4.1. Reasonable disagreement

John Rawls tries to give an answer to the question how equally reasonable and rational people can have utterly opposed beliefs. Why does reason, at least in the long run or in principle, not lead to one non-conflicting truth? This is caused, Rawls argues, by ‘burdens of judgment’, of which he formulates different types (Rawls 1996: 56-57).
 They explain why we can reasonably differ in our judgments and beliefs. Cohen discusses this phenomenon of ‘reasonable disagreement’ as a possible challenge to the Argument’s claim that persistence in rival nurtured beliefs is irrational. He rejects this challenge because the burdens of judgment do not offer a justification of believing p rather than q. Cohen warns that we must not confuse ‘third person’ and ‘first person’ approaches and that the burdens of judgments are impotent at the personal reflective level. The question ‘How can equally intelligent and open-minded people have utterly opposed beliefs?’ formulates a purely third-person problem, which differs from the first-person question ‘How can I stick to p if I have no reason to think that the q-believer sees a case for q that is less deep than the case I see for p?’ This distinction is correct but it does not help the Argument, as I will try to show in the next section. 

4.2. Asymmetry

In the case of a reflective nurtured conviction a ‘first person’ is in an asymmetric position with regard to his belief as opposed to a rival nurtured belief. This asymmetry favours the first person’s own conviction. Although she realizes that there would be a fair chance of believing something else if she had been brought up elsewhere or differently, she also knows that this is absolutely not certain: there is a reasonable chance that, on reflection, she would have rejected the belief, just as Kant and Hume had done. The asymmetry in favour of one’s own conviction consists in the fact that it already survived reflection,
 while it is still an open question whether the same would have happened with the rival belief. The relevant person reflected on the opposite belief and decided that this could not survive her reflection (as happened in Cohen’s rejection of Quine’s arguments). We might call this the ‘asymmetry argument’, which can be summarised as follows. P thinks that she has better grounds for persisting in believing p (e.g. the non-existence of God) rather than q (e.g. the existence of God) because she has less evidence for q than for p. It is true that she realises that Q thinks he has more evidence for q. But it would be odd if this awareness in itself implied that P is not justified to think that she has better arguments for believing p than Q has for believing q. This would mean that P must assign equal weight to Q’s evidence for q of which P herself does not see the evidence – as to her own evidence for p. The same applies to Q.
 The ‘asymmetry argument’ does not deny that assignment of equal weights to opposed evidences is possible for a ‘third person’ who himself experiences overriding evidence neither for p nor for q, but questions whether rationality requires that the relevant believers do the same.

4.3. The ‘equal weight view’
The asymmetry argument also challenges the more general ‘equal weight view’ – the view that, when epistemic peers disagree, each has an obligation to accord the other’s assessment equal weight as her own.
 Besides, like the Argument, the ‘equal weight view’ has counter-intuitive implications. First, every belief that is opposed by an epistemic peer is made impossible by this view. Indeed, we cannot persist in believing p (e.g. that God exists) if we have to assign equal weight to not-p (e.g. that God does not exist), and vice versa. Second, all beliefs that are opposed by epistemic peers must be regarded as being rationally unjustified. This would mean that most of our deeply held beliefs are irrational, because they are objects of peer-disagreement. In this view not only rival religious believers but also opposed scientists (like Bohr and Einstein) and disagreeing philosophers (like Quine and Strawson) appear to be irrational. Third, there is peer-disagreement on the ‘equal weight view’ itself. This would mean that the view is self-defeating. Another problem for the ‘equal weight view’ is that the peers must be supposed to share the same evidence, experiences and knowledge. It is questionable whether people ever completely share these things. As Rawls argues, between individuals ‘total experiences are disparate enough for their judgments to diverge on cases of any significant complexity’ (Rawls 1996: 57).
 The lack of shared experiences a fortiori applies to persons with dissimilar nurtures, who are the target of the Argument. 
5. REDUCTIO AD ABSURDUM

Consider the following example. Harry and Harold share the same upbringing and both were educated at Harvard, where they were nurtured with the belief that the analytic/synthetic distinction is false. Gerald, by contrast, was educated at Oxford and nurtured with belief in the correctness of that distinction. After reflection, Harvard scholar Harold and Oxford scholar Gerald persist in their beliefs while Harry gives up his Harvard belief and adopts the Oxford belief. It is clear that Harry’s newly adopted belief does not satisfy the Argument’s premises. This has the following implications: 

· According to the Argument, Harold and Gerald are irrational and Harry is not. Still the only difference between them is that the same process of reflection caused Harold and Gerald to persist in their belief and Harry to reject it. 

· Gerald, who reflectively persists in his belief, is irrational, while Harry, who reflectively adopts the same belief, is not.

These implications support the view that the Argument is incoherent.

6. PARADOX OF CONVICTION
The above analysis shows that the relevant nurtured beliefs – insofar as they are not claims to certainty – are neither paradoxical nor irrational. However, nurtured convictions, conceived as beliefs without any reasonable doubt, may be paradoxical and irrational.
 Note the difference: while Cohen thinks there are good reasons for not believing the relevant nurtured beliefs at all, the revised idea is that there are good reasons not to be convinced of their truth.
  One of the main reasons is that there are many epistemic peers who are not nurtured in the belief and do not believe it, so that we cannot exclude that a decisive cause of our belief is our upbringing.
 The revised ‘paradox of conviction’ can be summarized by the following question: 

 ‘How is it possible that we often do not doubt the truth of our nurtured belief while we know that we have good reasons not to be convinced, especially because many epistemic peers who are not nurtured in the same belief deny its truth?’   

Perhaps our inclination to be convinced of the truth of our nurtured belief can be explained as follows. Nurture may, to some extent, induce or influence not only our belief but also our reflection (call this nurtured reflection). In this perspective, nurture, which induced our belief, also generated the criteria with which we judge our belief and evaluate the evidence for it. What we see as evidence for our belief may be influenced by the same nurture that induced our belief. Therefore, what counts as evidence for believers who are nurtured with a particular belief may differ from what counts as evidence for believers who are nurtured with a different belief. In other words, nurtured reflection is a kind of holistic reflection in which belief and reflection mutually support and strengthen each other.
 Holistic reflection need not be a form of question begging – circular reasoning, which tacitly presupposes what has to be demonstrated.  Rather, it means that, to some extent, our belief itself and the same nurture as the one that induced our belief may at least partly generate the conceptual and evaluative apparatus with which we judge the evidence for our belief. This specific conceptual and evaluative apparatus may make it possible to see and understand things which otherwise may remain concealed, unintelligible or unconvincing. A cultural, religious, scientific or other system of beliefs can be conceived as a paradigm – a whole of meaning relations having methodological, semantic and perceptual aspects. Concepts, conceptual apparatus, tacit knowledge, tacit assumptions, social doxastic practices, rules for problem solving, evaluative standards, relative weights assigned to different values, may differ between different paradigms. Therefore, people who have been brought up and educated differently and live in different communities or cultures may, to some extent, see and experience different things and the same things differently.
 In this view, our concepts, standards of evaluation and evidence, and the very apparatus with which we look at the world, are partly acquired, that is, the product of what we have learned by our upbringing, education and living in a particular context, community or culture.
 This explains why, after reflection, a thinker who is nurtured with a particular belief more easily accepts this belief than a thinker who is differently nurtured – even if the two thinkers are epistemic peers and if their reflection is equally open-minded and profound. This also explains why it is often difficult for nurtured believers to convince other people of the truth of their beliefs if the latter are not nurtured with these beliefs and if they are ‘not initially predisposed in favour of their conclusions’.
 We are inclined to think that the conscious acceptance of our belief is the result of reflection rather than nurture. This is true insofar as we try to independently reflect on arguments for and against our beliefs, rather than accepting and adopting our beliefs on the authority of the people or traditions by which we have been nurtured. However, insofar as not only our belief but also our reflection is nurtured, there is a ‘hermeneutic circle’ from which we cannot easily and completely escape. On the one side, we know intellectually that it is not rational to be convinced of the truth of our belief if epistemic peers deny this truth and if we recognize our fallibility. On the other side, we cannot escape our inclination to be convinced, due to the, for us, convincing ‘evidence’ of the truth of our belief, generated by our holistic reflection.
 This may, at least partially, explain the paradox and irrationality of nurtured convictions. 

7. CONCLUSION

Cohen’s Argument is fallacious and his putative paradox of conviction is a pseudo-paradox. The refutation of Cohen’s Argument vindicates the rationality of the relevant nurtured beliefs and dissolves the paradox. However, there is another, more real, paradox of conviction: the fact that we are often convinced of the truth of our nurtured belief while we know there are good reasons for doubt, especially the fact that many epistemic peers, who were not nurtured by this belief, deny the truth of our conviction. This paradox may at least be partially explained by the fact that nurture not only induced our belief but also our reflection. Because it is not possible to entirely escape this hermeneutic circle, it is difficult to avoid the inclination to be convinced, although we intellectually know that, given the disagreement between epistemic peers and human fallibility, it is not rational to be convinced without any reasonable doubt. 

Acknowledgements

I am especially grateful to the late G.A. Cohen, who commented on earlier drafts of this paper. I thank Adam Elga, Richard Feldman, Tom Flint, Gerald Gaus, Anca Gheaus, Anders Schinkel, Jonathan Wolff and René van Woudenberg for valuable comments. I presented an earlier version of this paper at the International Philosophy Conference on ‘Responsible Belief in the Face of Disagreement’ at the VU University Amsterdam. I am grateful to the audience for helpful discussion. 
References
· Adams, R. M. (1999) Finite and Infinite Goods. A Framework for Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press).

· Eberle, Ch. J. (2002) Religious Conviction in Liberal Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).

· Barry, Brian (1999) Justice as Impartiality (Oxford: Clarendon Press).

· Cohen, G. A. (2000) If You’re an Egalitarian, How Come You’re So Rich? (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press).

· Cohen, G. A. (2008) Rescuing Justice and Equality (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press). 

· Feldman, R. (2006) Epistemological Puzzles About Disagreement. In Epistemology Futures, ed. S. Hetherington (Oxford: Oxford University Press). 

· Feldman, R. (2007) Reasonable Religious Disagreements. In Philosophers Without Gods: Meditations on Atheism and the Secular, ed. Louise Antony (Oxford: Oxford University Press).

· Gaus, G. F. (1996) Justificatory Liberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press).

· Kelly, Th. (2005). 'The Epistemic Significance of Disagreement' in John Hawthorne and Tamar Gendler (eds.), Oxford Studies in Epistemology, volume 1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press).
· Kelly, Th. (2010) ‘Peer Disagreement and Higher Order Evidence’ in Richard Feldman and Ted Warfield (eds.), Disagreement (Oxford: Oxford University Press). 

· Kuhn, Th. S. (1970) The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: The Chicago University Press)

· Mill, J.S (1859, 1989) On Liberty and other writings, edited by Stefan Collini (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).

· Montaigne, M. de (1592, 1987), The Complete Essays (New York: Pinguin Books)

· Popper, K.R. (2004) Conjectures and Refutations: the growth of scientific knowledge (London: Routledge).

· Rawls, J. (1996) Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press).

· Tindale, Ch. W. (2007) Fallacies and Argument Appraisal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).

· Wittgenstein L. (1953) Philosophical Investigations (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing).

· Wittgenstein L. (1969) On Certainty (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing).

Accepted: 16 September 2014
� This is the title of the first chapter of Cohen’s book If You’re an Egalitarian, How Come You’re So Rich?


� On Liberty, p. 21.


� See for instance  I:23; p. 130: “Peoples nurtured on freedom and self-government judge any other form of polity to be deformed and unnatural. Those who are used to monarchy do the same.”


� Cohen understands by ‘nurtured beliefs’ views that are instilled through upbringing and/or education.


� Cohen (2000: 185; footnote 11) refers to this version, which was available from him on request.


� I have borrowed this question from the title of Cohen’s unpublished version of ‘Paradoxes of Conviction’.


� Indeed, if we realize we lack better reasons for believing p rather than q than others have for q, we realize we lack good reasons for believing it, as premise 2 states.


� See, for instance, Cohen (2008). Of course, Cohen’s Argument takes place at a meta-level where the question arises whether one’s belief is really rationally justified. But the third premise does not claim that nurtured believers are not rationally justified to believe what they believe, but, instead, that they realize they lack good reasons for it. Whether the relevant believers are not justified to believe what they believe and whether they ought to realize this are other questions.


� As will be discussed below, a different question is, of course, whether we still lack good reasons and whether we ought to realize this.


� Tindale (2007).


� Cohen: ‘I have been asked whether this explanation of the difference between their beliefs explains it by causes or by reasons. The question is delicate, but its answer, I think, is: by causes, either mediately or immediately. It is immediately by causes if non-rational aspects of upbringing – father’s gruff, or kind, voice, for example – made the difference. It is mediately by causes if reasons presented to one of the parties were not presented to the other, as a causal result of who their parents were’ (Cohen 2000: 183, fn. 3).


� Cohen: ‘It is an accident of birth and upbringing that we have [the inherited beliefs], rather than beliefs sharply rival to them, and (here’s the rub) we shall . . . have to admit, if we are . . . honest, that we consequently do not believe as we do because our grounds for our beliefs are superior to those which others have for their rival beliefs’ (Cohen 2000: 9; emphasis added).


� Of course, this does not mean that persistence in rival beliefs (whether nurtured or not) is rational at all. Powerful arguments have been adduced against the rationality and reasonableness of rival beliefs adhered to by ‘epistemic peers’; see Feldman (2007). However, they have only peripheral significance in the context of Cohen’s Argument, which concentrates on the rationality of nurtured as contrasted to non-nurtured beliefs. Still, these arguments are discussed in the next section for other reasons.


� Quoted by Cohen (2001), p. 15.


� Rawls mentions, amongst others, the following ‘burdens of judgment’ (‘sources of reasonable disagreement’): (1) Conflicting scientific and empirical evidence make unambiguous evaluations hard. (2) Disagreement about the weights of relevant considerations results in different judgments. (3) Vague political and moral concepts lead to different interpretations. (4) The weighing of moral and political values depends on total experience, which always differs: ‘total experiences of citizens are disparate enough for their judgments to diverge on cases of any significant complexity’.


� It is true that the survival of the nurtured belief after reflection may be promoted by the fact that not only the belief but also the way of reflecting may be nurtured so that belief and reflection mutually strengthen each other. But as long as it is not to be expected that the way of reflecting and its outcomes are entirely determined by the specific nurture, this is not sufficient to show that nurture is the deciding factor.


� A similar point is discussed by Gerald Gaus (1996: 46-47) where he makes a distinction between impartiality and objectivity.


� For another asymmetry objection see Kelly (2005, 2010).


� This view is defended by, amongst others, Feldman (2006: 216-236; 2007).


� This concerns one of Rawls’s ‘sources of reasonable disagreement’ (see this paper footnote 25, point 4).


� Cf. Brian Barry’s view, discussed in the introduction.


� The title (‘Paradoxes of Conviction’) of the first chapter of Cohen’s book is confusing because of the term ‘conviction’. Cohen’s Argument concerns beliefs even if they are tentative and not claims to certainty and even if the believers are not convinced of the truth of their beliefs without any reasonable doubt.


� Other reasons, such as human fallability (cf. Popper 2004), equally apply to non-nurtured beliefs.


� Cf. Wittgenstein (1969: §§140, 141, 142, 144, 410; and 1953: §§15, 26, 43, 139, 208, and pp. 175-176).


� Cf. Kuhn (1970: 126-127, 193, 196); Wittgenstein (1953: 194).


� This raises the interesting question of semantic incommensurability. How to compare the strength or rightness of rival beliefs if they belong to different paradigms, which apply different standards of evaluation and evidence, and if there are no overarching standards that are neutral between the relevant rival beliefs?


� Barry (1999: 171).


� Cf. Wittgenstein (1969: § 145): “One wants to say ‘All my experiences shew that it is so’. But how do they do that? For that proposition to which they point itself belongs to a particular interpretation of them. That I regard this proposition as certainly true also characterizes my interpretation of experience.” (emphasis original).
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