12. What Should We Do
When We Disagree?

Jennifer Lackey

You and I have been colleagues for ten years, during which we have tirelessly
discussed the reasons both for and against the existence of God. There is no
argument or piece of evidence bearing directly on this question that one of us
is aware of that the other is not—we are, then, evidential equals’ relative to the
topic of God’s existence.? There is also no cognitive virtue or capacity, or
cognilive vice or incapacity, that one of us possesses that the other does not—
we are, then, also cognitive equals relative to the question at issue.? Given this
evidential and cognitive equality, combined with the fact that we have fully
disclosed to one another all of our reasons and arguments relative to this
topic, we are epistentic peers with respect to the question whether God exists.*
Yet despite the symmetry of our epistemic positions, we deeply disagree
about the answer to this question. What response does rationality require in
such a case, where epistemic peers disagree over a question despite there
being no apparent asymmetries between them?*

For helpful comiments on earlier versions of this paper, 1 am grateful to Larry Bonjour, David
Christensen, Sean Ebels Duggan, Jeremy Fantl, Richard Feldman, Richard Fumerton, Tamar
Szabo Gendler, Jon Kvanvig, Matt McGrath, Roald Nashi, Ram Neta, Nikolaj Jang Pedersen,
Blake Roeber, Andrew Rotondo, Emie Sosa, Peler van Inwagen, Crispin Wright, audience
members at the University of Washington, the Social Epistemology Conference at the
University of Stirling, the Disagreement Conference at the University of Calgary, the 2007
mecling of the Eastern APA in Baltimore, Whealon College, Brown University, the University
of St. Andrews, and, especially, o Baron Reed.
! | borrow this term from Christensen (2007).
2 More precisely, A and B are evidential equals relative to the question whether p when A and
B are equally familiar with the evidence and arguments that bear on the question whether p.
3 More precisely, A and B are cognitive equals relative to the question whether p when A and
B are equally compelent, intelligent, and fair-minded in their assessment of the evidence
and arguments that bear on the question whether p.
* | borrow this term from Thomas Kelly (2005), who, in tumn, borrows it from Gutting (1982).
5 [ have elsewhere argued (2010) that the focus of this debate ought to be on what I call
‘ordinary disagreement’, which can be characterized as follows:
Ordinary disagreement: A and B disagree in an ordinary sense if and only if, relative to the
question whether p, (1) A and B are aware that they hold differing doxastic attitudes, and
(2) prior to recognizing that this is so, A and B take themselves to be roughly epistemic peers
with respect 1o this question.
Ordinary disagreement should be distinguished from what 1 call “idealized disagreement’,
which can be characterized as follows:

Idealized disagreement: A and B disagree in an idealized sense if and only if, relative to lhg
question whether p, (1) A and B are aware that they hold differing doxastic attitudes, (2) priot
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Here I argued that in the absence of an independent reason to downgrade
Ramona, such as my having evidence that she has been drinking or suffering
from a cognitive ailment, the rational response is to withhold belief relative to
the amount of the bill owed. For given that we are epistemic peers with
respect to performing simple calculations, there is nothing to break the epi-

stemic symmetry between us that is necessary to justify favoring my own ein

answer over Ramona’s. Thus, nonconformism seems to deliver the wrong able to serve as 3 symmetry break my belief about the location of My Thas i
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time I have become quite familiar with the downtown area. Of the many
restaurants that | enjoy frequently dining at, My Thai on Michigan Avenue 1
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revise my belief about My Thai’s location. For instance, if ten other people in
my apartment building, all of whom know Chicago exceedingly well, inde-
pendently claim that My Thai is on State Strect, my confidence in my original
belief should at least begin to diminish. If twenty-five epistemic peers inde-
pendently claim that My Thai is not on Michigan Avenue, then perhaps
I should come close to withholding. And if, say, one hundred epistemic
peers independently assert with confidence that the restaurant is on State
Street, then perhaps [ should completely abandon my previous belief, even if
it initially enjoyed an extraordinarily high degree of justified confidence.
Granted, in such a situation, | may begin to worry that | am going mad, or
that I am suffering the early symptoms of dementia. But it wouid clearly be
dogmatic irrationality at its finest for me to continue to hold my initial belicf,
with the same degree of confidence, in the face of so much peer disagreement.
S0 even if one instance of disagreement is epistemically insignificant, surely
many independent instances of disagreement are epistemically significant; yet
the problem for the nonconformist is that such a view does not appear to have
the resources to provide a principled explanation of this. For on this view,
disagreement itself is lacking in epistemic power—all of the work is instead done
by the arguments or reasons for holding the belief in question. Thus, because
those arguments and reasons have not changed, it would seem to follow
that one can continue to rationally retain one's beliefs, with the same
degree of confidence, no matter whether hundreds or thousands of epistemic
peers disagree with one. In other words, if the first instance of disagreement
is accorded a 0 with respect to its epistemic significance, and the second is
accorded a 0, and the third a 0, and so on, then regardless of how many

instances there are, the result will stll add up to be 0. Surely this is an
unwelcome result,!

" What if the nonconformist were to argue as follows: individual instances of disagreement

might lack epistemic power, but a conscnsus among many peers might not. To see that
disagreement and consensus are two different things, consider a case where many of my
epistemic peers disagree with me about the location of My Thai, but they also disagree with
one another. e.g. one claims that it is on Dearbomn, one claims that it is on Ohio, and so on. In
such a case, there are still many instances of disagreement, though no consensus among them,
nd it is not intuitively obvious that I should engage in substantial doxastic revision in such a
case. Given this, even if disagreement itself is epistemically impoten, the nonconformist can
appeal to consensus to handle the One against Many Problem. (1am grateful to Roald Nashi for
this point.)
Bv way of response 1o this point, P shall make two poinls. First, I do not share the intuition
that one should not engage in substantial doxastic revision when there are many instances of
peer disagreement without consensus amonyg these instances. But even if T did, the distinction
betwern disagreement and consensus could nol undenwrite it. For in the case above, despite
the fact that all of my epistemic peers disagree with one another, there is nonetheless
tonsensus among them that My Thai is not on Mi higan Avenue. So if consensus is doing the
epistemic work in such a case, | should engage in doxastic revision, which is contrary to the
intuition supporting the objection. Second, consensus cannot by jlsclf be doing the work in
question. For there 1s consensus when two people agree and when twenty-five people agree,

and yet radically different epistemic responses are called for in such cases. So more than mere
consensus has lo be al work here,
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The difficulty facing the conformist is what I shall call the Many against One
Problem. Intuitions supporting conformism are typically elicited by focusing
on what rationality requires in the face of peer disagreement. While the
nonconformist argues—on one end of the spectrum—that such disagreement,
by itself, is epistemically insignificant, the conformist maintains—on the other
end of the spectrum—that just on¢ instance of peer disagreement is incredibly
significant, necessitating substantial doxastic revision either through with-
holding belief or splitting the difference in degrees of confidence. But here is
the problem: given the enormous power granted lo disagreement on the
conformist’s view, what room is left for the epistemic significance of peer
agreement? More precisely, if many epistemic peers independently agree with
one on the answer to a question, yet only one epistemic peer disagrees, surely
substantial doxastic revision is not required; however, it is not clear how
conformism will provide a principled explanation of this. To see this, let us
return to Bill Calculabon—even if 1 am rationally required to adjust my
doxastic states in response to Ramona’s disagreement, if enough epistemic
peers agree with me, I should clearly no longer do so. For instance, if ten other
people at the restaurant, all of whom are reliable at performing calculations,
independently claim that each of the five of us dining together owes $43, then
my confidence in my original belief should at least be close to its original state.
If twenty-five epistemic peers independently claim that it is $43, then perhaps
Ishould believe it with a significantly higher degree of confidence. And if, say,
one hundred epistemic peers independently assert with confidence that the
amount is $43, then perhaps [ should have an extraordinarily high degree of
confidence in my belief. Yet in the face of all of this agreement stands Ramo-
na’s lone voice of peer disagreement. Given that she is a peer and she
disagrees with me, the conformist’s principles seem to nonetheless require
substantial doxastic revision on my part. But surely this is the wrong result.
Many voices of peer agreement against one of peer disagreement should render
the dissenter’s voice epistemically irrelevant. It is, however, unclear how the
conformist can accommodate this intuition in a way that is not ad hoc.

Of course, the nonconformist could say that disagreement that has no
epistemic significance in isolation can acquire enormous power when it
enjoys company, and the conformist could asserf that one instance of peer
disagreement is significant but not when it is in conjunction with many voices
of peer agreement. But surely a principled explanation would be needed of
both of these claims. What might such an explanation look like? The most
natural candidate appeals to the underlying epistemic story of the situation,
which not only abandons the views of the nonconformist and the conformist,
but also brings us precisely to my justificationist account.?

 Indeed, theorists on both the nonconformist and the conformist side move in the direction
of my justificationist view as they respond to objections and flesh out their accounts in further

detail. See e.g. Kelly (2010) and Elga (2007), respectively.
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defeated—that is, such additional disagreement can provide me with a de-
feater-defeater-defeater for my original belief that p, thereby once again re-
quiring doxastic revision. Similar considerations apply with respect to the
Many against One Problem: if my belief that p enjoys a very low level of
justified confidence, the strength of my personal information will not be
strong, enough to defeat the original defeater provided by my disagreement
with a peer regarding the question whether p. However, if many appropriate-
ly independent instances of peer agreement are added to my total epistemic
situation, then the strength of my personal information can be substantially
bolstered, thereby providing a defeater-defeater for my original belief that
p that enables me to rationally retain it with the same degree of credence.
The upshot of these considerations, then, is that nonconformists face the
One against Many Problem because they radically underemphasize the epi-
stemic significance of disagreement itsell, and conformists face the Many
against One Problem because they radically overemphasize its significance.
But because my justificationist view holds that the epistemic significance of
disagreement depends on the degree of justified confidence with which
the belief in question is held, combined with the presence or absence of a
relevant symmetry breaker, the variability of disagreement’s significance is
built directly into my account, thereby avoiding both of the problems afflict-
ing rival views.
However, it might be objected that in order to avoid the One against Many
Problem facing the nonconformist by virtue of granting no epistemic signifi-
cance to a single instance of disagreement, my view commits me to saying that
every instance of disagreement, no matter how unreasonable, is accorded at
least some epistemic significance. Now, the objection continues, suppose the
all-or-nothing model of belief is rejected in favor of the degree of belief model.
that the degree to which doxastic revision is required in the
face of disagreement maps the degree of epistemic significance accorded to
each instance of disagreement. Won't my view ultimately turn out to be a
version of conformism? For instance, imagine that I give credence 1 to the
proposition that p, and there is an instance of disagreement that is accorded
the most minimal significance possible above zero. Doesn’t my view require
at least some doxastic revision in such a case, even if it amounts to my giving
something like credence .999 to the proposition that p? And doesn’t this
simply amount to a very finely individuating version of conformism?
By way of response to this, I reject the claim that the degree to which one is
required to revise the belief in question maps the degree of epistemic signifi-
cance accorded to each instance of disagreement. To see this, consider the

following sort of case:!

Suppose further

21 | discuss this case in more detail in my (2010), though not in relation to the objection under

consideration here.
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target belief being necessary. Of course, if it should turn out that many people
1 regard as epistemic peers tell me that they, like Harry, disagree with me
regarding the claim that 2+2=4, the epistemic significance of the disagree-
ment would change. In particular, this would be sufficient to at least weaken
the strength of my personal information. At a minimum, I should begin to
doubt that Harry and the others are epistemically inferior to me; rather than
having reason to believe that his cognitive faculties have gone awry, 1 now
have reason to suspect that mine may not be functioning as they ought to be.
Consequently, | would be rationally required at least to weaken the degree to
which 1 believe that 242=4. It should be clear, then, that the justificationist
account I have sketched is able to give a principled explanation for when
disagreement requires doxastic revision and when it does not, and, further, it
should also be clear that it would not be accurate to describe the view as
conformist in any reasonable sense.

There is one final point I should like to make on behalf of my justificationist
view: it may be argued that the particular conformist views developed by
Adam Elga and David Christensen have the resources for providing a princi-
pled explanation to the Many against One Problem. Let us begin with the
former. Consider Elga’s response below to a case of extreme disagreement,

such as the kind found in Elementary Math:

according to the equal weight view, your probability that you are right
should equal your prior probability that you would be right, conditional on
whal you later learn about the circumstances of the disagreement. And one
circumstance of [this extreme] disagreement is that you are extremely
confident that your advisor's answer is wrong—much more confident
than you are that your answer is right. Indeed, her answer strikes you as
obviously insane. So in order to apply the equal weight view, we must
determine your prior probability that you would be right, conditional on
these circumstances arising.

To do so, think of your state of mind before [the disagreement]. We have
assumed that, conditional on the two of you disagreeing, you think that your
advisor is just as likely as you to be right. But it is also natural to assume that,
conditional on the two of you disagreeing and your finding her answer utterly
insane, you think that you are much more likely to be right. If so, then when
that circumstance arises the equal weight view instructs you to favor your
own answer. That is the intuitively correct verdict about the case.

What makes the above answer work is an asymmetry in the case. You
find your advisor's answer insane. (Elga 2007: 491)

Given this, perhaps Elga could respond to the Many against One Problem as
follows: suppose that you are in a situation where one epistemic peer dis-
agrees with you, and twenty-five epistemic peers agree with you. This fact is a
relevant feature that you learn about the circumstances of the disagreement,
one that affects the probability you assign to your being right when such a
situation arises. In particular, conditional on you and your peer disagreeing

—————
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reveals why the central problem here involves false advertising: if a conformist
view that pitches itself as requiring that equal weight be given to one’s own
views and to those of one’s epistemic peers, and claims that disagreement itself
requires substantive doxastic revision in such cases, turns out to have a clause
whereby what is really doing all of the work in question is instead epistemic
justification, then surely the view in question was falsely advertised.

Moreover, there are questions about what appropriately figures into the
circumstances of the disagreement, thereby affecting the probability assign-
ments that one is likely to be right in the face of the peer disagreement at issue.
In the passage quoted above, Elga gives us a couple of candidates: “you are
extremely confident that your advisor’s answer is wrong” and “you find your
advisor's answer insane.” But how inclusive is the list of circumstances
relevant to the disagreement under consideration? For instance, does your
being moderately confident that your advisor’s answer is wrong qualify, and
does finding her answer rather implausible count? If so, the class of peer
disagreements where doxastic revision is required continues to shrink, to the
point where the account is hardly accurately described as an Equal Weight
View. If not, what principled explanation is there for regarding the factors
mentioned by Elga as relevant, and deeming these as irrelevant?

Similar considerations apply to Christensen’s response (2007) to cases such
as Directions and Elementary Math. According to Christensen, 1 do not have
to engage in doxastic revision in the face of peer disagreement so long as the
best explanation [ can offer of the disagreement lies with an error made by my
interlocutor rather than with one made by me. But there are two readings of
this. On a subjective reading, so long as the best explanation from my sulbjective
point of view of the disagreement in question lies with an error made by my
peer, no doxastic revision is required. This reading, however, opens the door
to the dogmatism horn of the false advertising dilemma. For so long as one is
egocentric or biased enough, one can always convince oneself that the best
explanation of a given instance of peer disagreement lies with errors made by
one’s interlocutors. In Bill Calculation, for instance, I could be sc dogmatic
about my calculations that it just seems obvious to me that the best explana-
tion of my disagreement with Ramona lies with reasoning errors on her part.
This is obviously an unwelcome result. Given this, an objective reading of
Christensen’s clause may be more promising, according to which no doxastic
revision is needed so long as the best explanation from an epistemic point of view
of the disagreement in question lies with an error made by my interlocutor.
But this reading succumbs to the justificationist horn of the false advertising
dilemma. For instance, what makes Jack’s error the best epistemic explanation
of our disagreeing over the location of My Thai is the extraordinary degree of
justified confidence ! have in my belief that it is on Michigan Avenue, which
thereby enables the personal information that I have about myself to serve as a
symmetry breaker. If both this level of justified confidence and personal
information were removed, it would be utterly mysterious what would
make Jack’s error the best epislemic explanation of our disagreement over
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myself, then Eva claiming that nothing flew by the window does not seem to
give me any reason at all to revise my belief that it was a magpie that flew by.
Instead, given that Eva was looking out the window at the same time as me,
such a disagreement seems appropriately regarded by me as evidence that
something is not right with her, either evidentially or cognitively. If this is
correct, then Bird may be thought to undermine not only the letter of my
justificationist view, but also the spirit of it as well. For here would be a case
where a belief with very little justified confidence requires no doxastic revi-
sion at all, thereby falsifying the Substantial Doxastic Revision Required
principle above. Even more importantly, it now looks as though the amount
of doxastic revision needed does not track the level of justification pos-
sessed—which is the denial of a thesis that lies at the heart of my justifica-
tionist view.

Upon further reflection, however, it becomes apparent that Bird not only
fails to undermine my justificationist view, it also provides further support for
it, albeit for a slightly tweaked version. To see this, let us ask: what is it about
the nature of the disagreement in this case that renders it intuitively rational
for there to be no doxastic revision on my part? At least prima facie, one
answer is that the disagreement in question seems outrageous. Sure, the bird
may have instead been a starling, a grackle, or a red-winged blackbird, and so
I may be wrong in my belief that it was a magpie. It may also be possible,
though very unlikely, that it wasn’t a bird at all that flew by but, rather, was an
extremely large insect or a bat that forgot it was nocturnal. Disagreements of
either of these sorts—i.e. regarding whether it was a magpie or a bird—elicit
quite different intuitions regarding doxastic revision. But as Bird is described,
samething clearly flew by and so Eva’s disagreement with me on the grounds

that nothing flew by seems so outrageous that it lacks the epistemic signifi-
cance it might otherwise have had.

It is not difficult to see, though, that the explanation at work here does not
bottom out in mere outrageousness. For what explains the outrageousness of
the disagreement in question is that I have an extremely high degree of
justification in my confident belief that something flew by the window. And
while this is not the target belief of the disagreement, it can ‘protect’ my belief
that a magpie flew by from Eva’s disagreement. To flesh out what it means for
a belief to be protected in this sense, consider the following modified version

of the No Doxastic Revision Required principle:

No Doxastic Revision Required* (NDRR"). In a case of ordinary disagreement
between A and B, if (N1) A’s belief that p enjoys a very high degree of
justified confidence, or (N2) A’s belief that p is ‘protected’ by a belief that
enjoys a very high degree of justified confidence, then A is permitied to
rationally retain her same degree of belief that p if and only if A has
personal information that provides a relevant symmetry breaker.

Protected: A’s belief that p is protected by A’s belief that q if and only if both
A’s belief that p and A’s belief that g are members of a subset of A’s beliefs,
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Eva’s claim that it was instead a swan, rather than the more general challenge
posed by her previous claim that nothing flew by. Yet, there is nonetheless the
clear intuition that no doxastic revision is required on my part, no matter how
flimsy the initial level of justification possessed by magpie belief is. Once again,
my view can handle this problem with ease through the protection clause of my

ef that a medium-sized black and white flying

account. In particular, my beli
creature flew past the window is a protecting belief, one that is also challenged
but is one for which I have a very high degree

by the disagreement in question
of justification. Thus, on my view, this highly justified belief protects the target

magpie belief, thereby leading to no doxastic revision being required.

The upshot of these considerations is that the relationship between beliefs—
both in terms of their being supported and challenged—is complex. One
instance of disagreement can challenge multiple beliefs, and a challenge can
be answered for multiple beliefs by the high level of justification for one of
them. This should come as no surprise, as the factors contributing to the
justification of a given belief can be complex and varied. Given the justifica-
tionist nature of my view, then, one should likewise expect the same when it

comes to the epistemic significance of disagreement.

3. APPLICATIONS

the cases discussed thus far in connection with nonconformism and
m involve situations where the disagreement at issue is neither
ifficult to resolve. In Directions, for instance, the
d 1 have regarding My Thai's location is somewhat
led—today is the first time we have disagreed on
this topic and we can simply walk over to Michigan Avenue together and see
whether the restaurant is there or on State Street. Similarly, in Bill Calculation,
Ramona and [ have not been debating for months or years the amount of the
bill that each of us owes, and we can simply pull outa calculator to determine
who is correct. But many disagreements among peers, especially the ones that
breathe practical urgency into this topic, are not at all like this. Disagreements
about universal health care, wartime strategies, capital punishment, the prob-
lem of evil, and medical diagnoses—to name just a few—often involve deep-
rooted debate over matters that frequently appear irresolvable. So as to
omplete account of the epistemic significance of peer dis-
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permutations of Diagnosis can be envisaged, it
should be clear that my justificationist view of peer disagreement will be
capable of providing a principled explanation of why doxastic revision is, or
is not, required in each of them. Moreover, the view easily generalizes to any
sort of disagreement.? Whether epistemic peers are debating abortion, God's
existence, or art, the degree of doxastic revision required will be determined
by the level of justified confidence with which the beliefs in question are held.
And both the degrees of justification and confidence enjoyed by a given belief
can be influenced by countless factors. Thus, my view may require very little
doxastic revision when two epistemic peers are engaged in a debate regarding
the Iraq war, and yet may require substantial doxastic revision when two other
epistemic peers are disagreeing about this same topic. Of course, as noted
above, some areas of dispute are such that it is extremely unlikely that extraor-
dinary justified confidence—at least of the sort that requires no doxastic revi-
sion—will ever be enjoyed by the beliefs of the parties to the debate. Can one,
for instance, ever be as justifiedly confident that God exists as one is that a
frequently visited restaurant is on a particular street? This is unlikely. But if it
happens—if you actually have a vivid and authentic experience of God and
become justifiedly certain of his existence—then my account has the resources
to explain why you can rationally retain your belief in the face of disagreement

with your peers. And this strikes me as a welcome feature of my view.

Although countless other

4. CONCLUSION

In this paper, 1 have developed my
significance of ordinary disagreement among epistemic peers. Such an ac-
count not only provides a coherent explanation for nonconformist and con-
formist intuitions that otherwise appear to be in conflict, it can also handle
both the One against Many Problem and the Many against One Problem in a

principled and unified way.

justificationist view of the epistemic
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