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Abstract
In his 2014 article “Motivations for Relativism as a Solution to Disagreements”, Steven Hales argues that relativism is a 
plausible disagreement resolution strategy for epistemically irresolvable disagreements. I argue that his relativistic strategy 
is not adequate for disagreements of this kind, because it demands an impossible doxastic state for disputants to resolve the 
disagreement. Contrarily, Fogelin’s (Informal Log 7(1):1–8, 1985) theory of deep disagreement does not run into the same 
problems. Deep disagreements, according to Fogelin, cannot be resolved through argumentation because the conditions for 
argumentation are lacking in such contexts. I advance the view that deep disagreements arise due to differences in disputants’ 
mutually supporting interrelated beliefs. This view avoids the hurdles caused by the tiered structure of support found at the 
heart of Hales’s view on disagreement: the assumption that belief and perspective can be separated, and that disagreement 
is located (in the latter).
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1 Introduction

The relation between disagreement and relativism in episte-
mology is currently receiving a good deal of attention. This 
interest is partly explained by a resurrection of relativistic 
theories in epistemology, as epistemologists link the possi-
bility of deep disagreement with the plausibility of relativ-
ism1 (Boghossian 2006; Pritchard 2011; Baghramian and 
Carter 2017). The connection between deep disagreements 
and epistemic relativism comes from epistemologists’ con-
ceptualizing deep disagreements in the lines of fundamental 
epistemic differences between the disputants.2 Fundamental 
epistemic differences can be cashed out in terms of prin-
ciples (Boghossian 2006; Lynch 2010, 2012), perspectives 
(Hales 2004, 2006, 2014), sources (Hazlett 2013), hinges 
(Pritchard 2011), etc. Mainstream epistemologists claim that 
these epistemic resources inform us whether we are war-
ranted in believing a proposition (because e.g. comes from a 
reliable source). So, when disagreeing parties appeal to dif-
ferent fundamental epistemic resources which provide war-
rant for believing contradicting propositions, the disputants 

will not be able to settle their differences epistemically, as 
they do not have an epistemic common ground. If this kind 
of disagreement is possible, then fundamental epistemic dif-
ferences between people seem to invite relativistic theories.

In accordance with this line of thought, Hales argues that 
relativism can not only explain why deep disagreements 
arise, it can also resolve them. Thus, it is not just deep disa-
greements being possible (and actual) that motivates relativ-
ism, but a further motivation is that relativism is the most 
plausible strategy for resolving them. In this article, I ana-
lyse Hales’s view and argue that, despite appearances, the 
relativistic strategy cannot resolve the kind of disagreement 
he is concerned with. It has to be noted that my argument 
concerns disagreement from the perspective of the partici-
pants, not the theorist. In this I follow Hales’s lead.

After explaining why I think Hales’s strategy fails, I 
introduce a different take on deep disagreements: Fogelin’s 
1985 paper “The Logic of Deep Disagreement”. Hales’s and 
Fogelin’s accounts do not contradict each other. In fact, there 
are many similarities between them, as we shall see in what 
follows. However, what Fogelin’s view (or more precisely, 
a particular interpretation of his view) brings to the table, 
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can help elucidate why Hales’s strategy fails. To start with, 
Fogelin would deny that resolution is possible in the example 
Hales uses. Like Hales, Fogelin sees the radical differences 
between the disputants’ positions as the cause for the intrac-
tability of the disagreement. Unlike Hales, Fogelin takes 
these differences to be in the systematic nature of beliefs, 
rather than in a more fundamental epistemic resource. This 
a subtle divergence, but not insignificant. When dislocating 
the tiered picture in favour of a lateral support one, epis-
temologists can stay clear of the misleading assumptions 
regarding disagreement which seem to favour relativism as 
a resolution strategy.

In Sect. 1, I present Hales’s argument: I review which 
resolution strategies he considers and how he characterizes 
the kind of disagreement he is concerned with. In Sect. 2, I 
lay down my reasons to reject Hales’s relativism as a resolu-
tion strategy for this kind of disagreement. In short, I believe 
his relativistic theory forces upon the disputants a doxastic 
demand which is impossible for them to meet. Finally, in 
Sect. 3, I explore what I consider a more successful account 
of the phenomenon, inspired by Fogelin’s theory of deep 
disagreements.

2  Hales’s Argumentation

Hales’s argument has the following form: if there is a kind 
of disagreement such that: (a) relativism gives a promising 
resolution of it, while (b) the other resolution strategies fail, 
then considerations of this kind of disagreement make rela-
tivism more plausible.

What are the other resolution strategies available? 
According to Hales: capitulation, compromise, ambiguity, 
and Pyrrhonism. If we find ourselves having a disagreement, 
then we can present our respective arguments until one of us 
concedes the other the “victory”, that is, the approach Hales 
describes as “keep arguing until capitulation” (Hales 2014, 
74). Another way to resolve our disagreement is if each of 
us compromises and come to see that we both may have been 
partly right and partly wrong. Or, in other cases, we realise 
that our disagreement has arisen from an ambiguity in how 
we use the terms or how we interpret the situation. Once the 
ambiguity is recognised, the disagreement is resolved (or 
rather dissolved). If our disagreement is such that our best 
arguments and evidence aren’t enough to sway the balance 
either way, we have discarded ambiguity as its origin, and 
there seems to be no room for conciliation, then a resolution 
strategy available to us is what Hales calls Pyrrhonism.

Hales describes Pyrrhonism as: “suspending judg-
ment without hope of leaving the state of suspension” 
(2014, p. 68). He goes on to characterise the position as 
one where “[c]ontrary claims are regarded as equally cred-
ible or discredible, and the skeptic is content to report only 

appearances, or how things seem to her. (...) Really, the 
skeptic has no idea what to believe, and so removes from 
the fray altogether” (2014, p. 68).

Besides capitulation, conciliation, ambiguity, and Pyr-
rhonism, Hales considers a further disagreement resolution 
strategy: relativism. He claims that relativism can be moti-
vated when it is intuitively the most appropriate response to 
a certain kind of disagreement. However, since “intuitions 
vary” (p. 71), it is necessary not only to show that relativism 
can account for such disagreements, but that the competing 
strategies give “especially unappealing answers” (p. 72).3

The kind of disagreement Hales thinks is necessary to 
motivate relativism is one where the irreconcilable differ-
ences between the disputants are epistemic in nature. The  
epistemic nature of the irresolvability affects the disagree-
ment at various levels.

1. disputants disagree over whether a proposition is true,
2. disputants disagree over the kind of evidence that is rel-

evant to settle the dispute,
3. there is no agreed upon method to resolve the dispute 

over what kind of evidence is relevant.

As Hales points out, disagreement over what kind of evi-
dence is relevant is not enough to have an epistemically irre-
solvable disagreement, if we can find an agreed-upon way to 
evaluate the appropriateness of the evidence. It is when this 
mechanism fails that we run into problems. Hales presents 
the example of a Christian (Diane) and a philosopher (Jack) 
who disagree about whether there is an immortal immaterial 
soul. Not only do they base their respective beliefs on differ-
ent kinds of evidence, but they cannot think of a way to make 
one kind of evidence prevail over the other.

In these cases, the reviewed resolution strategies fail. The 
possibility of capitulation looks bleak, not because the par-
ticipants aren’t willing to revise their beliefs (let’s suppose 
they are), but because if one side appeals to evidence the 
other doesn’t consider relevant (or doesn’t consider evidence 
at all), then their positions remain untouched by the force of 
the other party’s arguments. Although there are cases where 
ambiguity over terms can generate an initial disagreement of 
this sort, it is unlikely that once the parties have presented 
and evaluated their arguments and evidence, the ambiguity 
continues to go unnoticed. Compromise, I agree with Hales, 
doesn’t look promising either, since it is not clear what part 
of admitting you are partly right would not make me admit I 
am completely wrong. To motivate Pyrrhonism, Hales tells 

3 Along these lines should be understood Hales’s rejection of disa-
greements over taste judgements as a promising case for relativism; 
even if it is granted that relativism gives a promising account of disa-
greements of this kind so do the other strategies (Hales 2014, p. 77).
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us, we could reevaluate the example as a case where we 
either “can’t get enough second-order evidence to determine 
what the appropriate first-order evidence is”, or we “can’t get 
the right kind of second-order evidence” (p. 81). Although a 
decisive argument against these strategies is admittedly hard 
to find (Hales writes: “I don’t know how to decisively rule 
out this interpretation”, p. 81), it is just as hard to imagine 
what such evidence would be.

3  Problems with the Relativistic Resolution 
Strategy

Hales tells us that “provided we are not tempted by scepti-
cism, relativism appears to be our last option” (2014, p. 81). 
Relativism, as opposed to Pyrrhonism, does not prescribe 
suspension of judgement. This is because the truth-value of 
the target proposition (the belief disputants disagree about) 
is relative; thus, both disputants are epistemically right in 
holding their doxastic attitude (belief or disbelief) towards it. 
Hales describes the relativist resolution strategy as follows:

“The dispute between Jack and Diane is resolved by 
determining that P’ is both true and false. P’4 is true 
relative to Diane’s perspective, a perspective which 
includes as an epistemological component the method-
ology of appeal to revelation, the Bible, and its expert 
interpreters as a source of noninferential beliefs. P’ is 
false relative to Jack’s perspective, the epistemology 
of which includes analytic rationalism.” (Hales 2014, 
p. 81).

In a relativistic account of disagreements, the proposition 
the parties disagree about is neither true nor false simplic-
iter, but true relative to one perspective and false relative to 
the other. Each disputant has a different epistemic perspec-
tive (which for Hales include methods of delivering non-
inferential beliefs) in virtue of which their respective beliefs 
are true. Therefore, a relativistic strategy can account for the 
intuition that there is something irresolvable about the disa-
greement, and at the same time, that its participants are not 
epistemically blameworthy for the disagreement’s being irre-
solvable. For Hales, the disagreement persists because the 
disputants don’t have any principled way to settle the ques-
tion of which kind of evidence is relevant. Such a question 

cannot be settled because it has different answers in different 
epistemic perspectives.

Understood as a disagreement resolution strategy, relativ-
ism amounts to letting disputants know how they are right 
and how they are wrong; they are right in their doxastic 
attitude towards the target proposition (belief and disbelief), 
they are wrong in not recognizing that the truth-value of the 
target proposition is relative, rather than absolute. Resolu-
tion comes from realizating the relative truth of their coun-
terpart’s belief. Thus, for relativism to be a promising reso-
lution strategy, participants must, at least in principle, come 
to terms with the conditions of this “peacemaking” (p. 69) 
strategy. It is here where I find the Achilles’ heel of relativ-
ism as a theory of irresolvable disagreements: it demands 
an impossible epistemic judgement from the disputants for 
them to accept the resolution of the disagreement.

There are cases where relativism makes sense as a disa-
greement resolution strategy. For example, cases where we 
relativize our claims to goals: if g is the goal, then the propo-
sition, p,  “m is the right way to proceed” is true; but if h 
is the goal, then the proposition is not true. Later we can 
argue which goal is adequate, whether g or h, but that will 
be a different dispute altogether; regarding the question of 
whether p is true we can agree that it is relatively true. We 
also relativize to interpretations: “provided my interpreta-
tion of the poem, p is true, provided your interpretation, p 
is false”. Again, we can then discuss which interpretation is 
better, but that won’t affect the consideration that whether p 
is true or not is relative to whatever interpretation we choose. 
In these and other cases, we separate (with more or less suc-
cess) “perspectives” or “standards” from the target proposi-
tion which depends on them. Hales’s example, nevertheless, 
is not one of these cases.

Let us revisit the example of an interpretation-based 
disagreement. If I see your interpretation of the poem as 
plausible, though I have reason to believe it is not accurate, 
then it makes sense for me to say: “p is true relative to your 
interpretation”. If on the other  hand, I am not willing to 
countenance your interpretation (because it is incoherent 
and//or contradicts the evidence) , then “p is true  relative  
to  your  interpretation” would be tantamount to “p is false”. 
Each amounts to the claim that “p would be true, on  -- or 
given -- your interpretation,” though in the former case I am 
willing to countenance your interpretation, while in the latter 
I am not.  To be clear, it is perfectly reasonable to argue that 
p is true only relative to some interpretation, then argue that 
such interpretation is unviable. But the result would obvi-
ously be that p is false, not that it is relatively true. Thus, 
relative truth needs viable standards upon which to relativize 
(interpretations, perspectives, epistemic systems, etc). If rel-
ativism has any chance to be a resolution strategy, then the 
parties must regard the other party’s perspective as plausible, 

4 “P’” is the target proposition the disputants disagree about, in 
Hales’s example it stands for “human beings each have a soul which 
animates their bodies and is immortal; it does not perish when it sep-
arates from the body at death, and it will be reunited with the body at 
the final Resurrection” (2014: 79). I believe nothing substantial is lost 
if I replace this with the simpler “humans have souls”. If this proposi-
tion is deemed too vague, then refer to Hales’ as the target proposi-
tion.
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though wrong. Otherwise, the difference between “relatively 
true” and “plain false” would be lost on them.

One worry that may arise at this point is that the demand 
for disputants to see each other’s perspectives as tenable is 
too strong. Perhaps all that is necessary for relativism is that 
the other perspective is seen as ineluctably foreign, and thus, 
epistemically inaccessible from one’s own perspective. This 
is certainly the case for the participants of deep disagree-
ments; disputants see each other’s perspectives as foreign 
and inaccessible (consider basing your beliefs concerning 
the existence of souls on what the Bible says if you do not 
believe in the Christian God).

But for this intellectual distance to deliver relativism, it 
would have to be thought of as a strong incommensurability 
between perspectives: “Your perspective is so alien to my 
way of thinking, that I cannot judge it to be tenable, but, 
for the same reason, I cannot judge it to be untenable. So, I 
might as well consider you to be right relative to it”. How-
ever demanding perceived tenability may be, it is an even 
stronger demand for the distance between perspectives to be 
so radical that reasonable assessment across perspectives is 
rendered impossible. Disputants can feel strongly removed 
from the other’s perspective, and still feel completely com-
fortable judging it. To insinuate that the divide is so deep 
seems unwarranted.5

A relativistic resolution strategy can be the appropriate 
response to many disagreements. However, in the example 
Hales proposes, I don’t see how such view can be tenable. 
Let me explain why.

Even though the relativistic strategy seems at first look 
to be permissive to the disputants (“declaring everyone is a 
winner”, Hales 2014, p. 68), in fact, it demands too much of 
them. For a disagreement to be resolved through the relativ-
istic route, the disputants must:

(a) concede that, contrary to what they previously thought, 
the truth-value of the proposition they disagree about 
is not absolute, but relative;

(b) concede that the epistemic perspective of their adver-
sary (which for Hales includes methods of acquiring 
non-inferential beliefs) is prima facie tenable (because 
taking it as true relative to an untenable perspective is 
the same as taking it to be false);

(c) maintain their belief as strongly as before the disagree-
ment unfolded (if the disputants change their doxastic 
attitude as a consequence of the disagreement, then it is 
not a relativistic resolution, but compromise, capitula-
tion, or Pyrrhonism).

(a) Is the relativistic thesis; I will not argue either for or 
against it, as my focus is not on the truth-value of the propo-
sition the disagreement is about, but rather on the intuitions 
regarding its resolution. On the other hand, I do have a prob-
lem with the joint attainability of (a), (b), and (c). Because 
the disagreement was resolved through the relativistic strat-
egy, the disputants learned (a) and (b) as a result. According 
to the relativistic story, the disagreement made it evident 
for the disputants that their beliefs are only true relative to 
their own perspective (a) and that a perspective holding a 
contradictory belief is also plausible (b). However, their 
doxastic attitudes, according to Hales’s diagnosis, remain 
untouched even after learning these important features of 
their epistemic predicament (c). Why aren’t these considera-
tions enough for the disputants to lessen their commitment 
to their antecedent belief? Even if the relativist reassures 
us that they are epistemically permitted to hold on to their 
beliefs (because their epistemic perspectives allow them to), 
this consideration may not be enough for the disputants to 
feel safe from the sceptic pull.6

I judge this to be an important challenge the relativist 
must face. Nevertheless, I do think there is room for the rela-
tivist to move. But regardless of whether the relativist has 
a compelling case to guarantee the joint attainability of (a), 
(b), and (c), the relativistic strategy still fails to deliver a 
plausible disagreement resolution. This is because there is 
a further condition the relativistic strategy demands from 
the disputants:

(d) each disputant must separate the proposition believed 
by her adversary from the epistemic perspective that 
motivates and justifies it, while taking the proposition 
to be false and the perspective to be tenable.

5 Hales himself doesn’t seem to endorse this view: “The question 
‘how can I get into Heaven?’ has a meaning within the Christian 
perspective, a meaning that even an atheist can recognize. Likewise, 
the range of possible answers to the question includes ones that are 
comprehensible to those not adopting a Christian perspective. The 
answers ‘salvation is preordained by God, there is nothing you can 
do’ and ‘personally accepting Jesus as Lord is your ticket to paradise’ 
are perfectly understandable answers to an atheist, just not ones that 
could be accepted as true description of reality” (Hales 2006, p. 112).

6 This argument resembles Boghossian’s “Argument from (Per-
spectival) Immersion” (2011, pp.  61–64). It also shows the tension 
between the conditions of disagreement seen as motivation for rela-
tivism (his concern being faultless disagreement). But Boghossian’s 
argument targets the stability of condition (b): how it can be judged 
that the other has not made a mistake and that her perspective is not 
faulty (given (a) and (c)). Alternatively, I grant (b), following Hales, 
and wonder how (c) could be retained. Nevertheless, in my next argu-
ment, where I discuss further condition (d), the argumentation shifts 
drastically, as (d) is rather a precondition for a relativistic treatment 
of disagreement along the lines Hales offers.
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This is the kind of doxastic state I find impossibly hard to 
achieve, and which, in my eyes, sways the balance against 
the relativistic account.

Taking the philosopher of Hales’s example, Jack: he 
would have to separate the Christian doctrine from the belief 
in the existence of souls. But, this separation strikes me as 
artificial; the Christian theory of the soul is not a corol-
lary belief, but an essential part of the system; the belief 
is entangled with other parts of the doctrine from where it 
gains support, like the relationship between God and men, 
the moral experience, the afterlife, etc.

Jack would also have to judge the Christian perspec-
tive as tenable while at the same time maintain that the 
proposition “humans have souls” is false. What remains of 
the perspective once the target belief is considered false? 
According to Hales, what remains is the method with which 
we get our non-inferential beliefs. In the Christian perspec-
tive, Hales tells us, we get to non-inferential beliefs by the 
method of revelation.7 Revelation is the passing of divine 
truths to humans by God itself. It takes two forms: either 
God revealed itself only to some people in the distant past, 
whose experiences are recorded in the sacred scriptures, or 
all humans have an innate capacity to feel the Holy Spirit 
guiding us towards the truth. Following Hales, I will con-
sider the former option. Since the people God revealed to 
are long dead, all we have as a way to those revealed truths 
are their stories as written in the Bible. Thus, Hales tells 
us (2014, p. 79), in the Christian perspective, the Bible 
(because of its being an expression of the revealed word of 
God) is a source of basic beliefs.

Is it possible to take the Bible as a plausible source of 
non-inferential beliefs (i.e. taking the Christian perspective 
as tenable) and still believe that humans don’t have souls? 
We might be tempted to answer this question positively if we 
changed the target belief. Consider the proposition “homo-
sexuality is wrong”. We can certainly take the Bible as a 
possible source of evidence to decide whether this proposi-
tion is true or not, and then argue that it is false. A Christian 
doctrine where homosexuality is not immoral makes sense; 
a Christian doctrine without souls, on the other hand, would 
not be the doctrine we know. The doctrine relies so heavily 
on the existence of souls, it is hard to make sense of without 
it. If I take the Bible to be a source of evidence, then I cannot 
but believe there are souls.

Now, is it possible to believe that souls do not exist, and 
still consider the Bible as a plausible source of non-inferen-
tial beliefs? We might be tempted to give a positive answer if 
we consider that we read Plato as a source of wisdom, even 
as disbelievers of the existence of platonic forms (or souls 

for that matter). Why shall we do so with Plato but not with 
the Bible? The difference is that we don’t rely on Plato’s 
work to deliver non-inferential beliefs; that is, we don’t read 
Plato as if it were the Bible (or any other sacred book). This 
is characteristic of the philosophical method (or of its many 
methods); we take Plato’s work with the utmost respect as a 
founding father of philosophy, and yet, take everything in his 
works as up for criticism. Philosophical thought allows us to 
take Plato as a source of inspiration, wisdom, argumentative 
achievement, but never as a source of non-inferential beliefs.

Whereas the Bible is not up for criticism in the same 
way; it is taken, at least according to Hales, as a source of 
basic beliefs. But if I don’t believe that there are souls, what 
would it mean for me to rely on a book that hinges on the 
existence of souls to deliver basic beliefs?8 My disbelief in 
the existence of souls precludes me from taking the Bible as 
a source of non-inferential beliefs (though I could still take 
it a source of inspiration or general guidance), and thus from 
taking such perspective as tenable.

Perhaps this is too strong; surely one could regard some-
one else as wrong but reasonable. In the same vein, the 
disputants could regard their counterpart’s perspectives 
as false but tenable. For instance, Jack could see Diane’s 
belief as reasonable because she took the right doxastic steps 
within her general epistemic perspective. In this case, Jack 
would assume the following conditional precept of epis-
temic rationality: if one takes revelation to be a proper basic 
belief-acquisition method, then belief in the existence of 
souls would be reasonable. However, I find this conception 
of epistemic rationality too weak. The relevant question is 
whether Jack could see reliance on revelation as rational to 
begin with. I believe that whether he can or not will hinge 
on whether he finds the basic tenets of Christianity to be 
plausible.

One could hold a false belief, even a host of false beliefs, 
that have been acquired in a way that does not violate norms 
of rationality. A clear case would be reasoning properly but 
based on misleading evidence. For instance, after watching 
a “mockumentary”, you mistake it for a proper documentary 
and come to believe many false propositions based on it. 
Sometimes, though, the misjudgment over what counts as 
evidence for what is so gross, it could hardly be judged to 
be reasonable thinking.

7 See Hales, 2006, Chap. 2.

8 I suspect it to be an oversimplification, as interpretations of the 
Bible are generally complex mixtures of passages interpreted literally, 
passages taken as parables, metaphors, or myths, and parts dismissed 
as idiosyncratic of its epoch, carrying little to no weight today. The 
Christian Hales uses, and the one I take from him, is a stereotypical 
Christian. But the nuances of the doctrine may be relevant to a pos-
sible argumentative exchange. Regardless, the existence of the soul 
still seems such a core ingredient of the faith, this story may still hold 
true.
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In the 2014 movie, “Kumiko, the treasure hunter”, a 
young Japanese woman travels to Minnesota to search for 
a briefcase full of money buried somewhere along a road. 
She does so because she watched the Coen brothers’ movie 
“Fargo”, and concluded that since in the movie the money 
goes undiscovered, the briefcase may still be there. She 
proceeds methodically and diligently in her quest for the 
actual location of the “treasure” by obsessively watching the 
scene where the case is buried,  and trying to determine its 
location. I would not deem her belief that a suitcase full of 
money is buried somewhere in Minnesota rational; she is 
so wrong about the nature of the material she is watching, 
it does not make sense to reason based on such mischar-
acterization (compare with the case of the mockumentary, 
where the viewer also midjudges the nature of the material, 
but such blunder is not a breach in rationality). I want to say 
that, from Jack’s perspective (a philosopher of mind who has 
spent a good deal of time arguing against the existence of an 
immaterial substance inside human beings), taking the Bible 
(which relies heavily in the thesis of the existence of souls) 
as a source of basic beliefs, would be analogous to taking a 
fictional movie as a map of a secret treasure.

The same could be said, mutatis mutandis, from Diane’s 
perspective:

“We will not be able to correctly understand the nature 
of the self, devise a true theory of mentality, know how to 
behave in matters of sexual and medical ethics, or develop 
an accurate and comprehensive theory of justice without 
the aid of revelation. Revelation is needed to supply the 
data upon which reason can then operate. Trying to do phi-
losophy without the input of God is a fool’s errand.” (Hales 
2006, p. 67).

One can be wrong and rational, but when one bases one’s 
reasoning on wildly mistaken premises, it is difficult to see 
how rationality could be retained. I take these comments as 
judgements on neither the rationality nor the truth-value of 
the beliefs of the characters in the example. My reasoning 
is restricted to how these characters would judge each other.

In conclusion, for relativism to resolve disagreements, it 
must posit a separation of perspective and target belief, so 
that a disputant can judge their counterpart’s perspective as 
tenable while also judging the belief to be manifestly false. 
However, in cases of epistemically irresolvable disagree-
ments, the belief is so central to the perspective that the two 
rise and fall together. It is inappropriate to settle the dispute 
by saying that each party is right according to their own 
perspective or epistemic system, since it is exactly the valid-
ity of the perspectives as means to justify the contradicting 
proposition that is at stake.

4  A Better Conception of Deep 
Disagreements

Although Hales makes no reference to it, his reconstruction 
of an epistemically irresolvable disagreement is in the neigh-
bourhood of Fogelin’s (1985/2005) “deep disagreements”. 
For Fogelin, deep disagreements are non-normal disagree-
ments; their participants lack the background of shared 
beliefs and preferences participants in normal disagreements 
enjoy. This background constitutes the framework within 
which reasons can be deployed, considered, and contested 
given the mutual understanding of what constitutes appropri-
ate reasons in a certain context. Because common ground 
is a precondition for argumentation, deep disagreements, 
Fogelin claims, are not resolvable by rational means.9,10 As 
a consequence, there is only room for non-rational strate-
gies of resolution, such as persuasion, pragmatical reason-
ing, bargaining, intimidation, etc.

I appeal to Fogelin’s theory in my criticism of Hales for 
two reasons. (1) Fogelin views deep disagreement as irre-
solvable by argument, which is, I believe, the right conclu-
sion a relativist should draw from these cases. (2) For diag-
nostic purposes, it is useful to compare how each author 
conceptualizes the phenomenon at hand. For Hales (and for 
other epistemologists), these disagreements occur due to dif-
ferences on a fundamental level (epistemic principles, per-
spectives, sources, etc.). This tiered conception leads to two 
interrelated assumptions: that separation between belief and 
perspective is possible, and that the disagreement is located 
in the latter. Fogelin, however, can be read as opposing such 
diagnosis, and thus, as offering an alternative reading of how 
deep disagreements arise.

In the remainder of the paper, I present my case for these 
two points. First, I analyse Hales’s conceptualization of deep 
disagreements. Next, I discuss the resolvability of deep disa-
greements. Then, I contemplate a tiered interpretation of 
Fogelin’s remarks in terms of framework propositions, to 
later decide on a different interpretation of how he sees deep 
disagreements.

4.1  Tieredness, Separatedness, and Locatedness

In the first part of this paper, I examined the relativist 
stance defended by Hales which claimed that in certain 

9 Turner and Wright (2005) rightly note that Fogelin conflates 
rational means of resolution with argumentation (see fn 11 below).
10 This is a factual claim that can be challenged. It can be argued that 
if there were disagreements with the characteristics Fogelin mentions, 
then they would be irresolvable, but there aren’t. For example, Finoc-
chiaro (2013) distrusts Fogelin’s construal of the debates mentioned 
as examples of deep disagreements (abortion and affirmative action 
quotas).
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disagreements the disputants ought to regard their counter-
parts as right relative to a perspective that is not their own. 
This stance at first glance has an intuitive appeal; after all, 
we are sometimes inclined to grant reasonableness to our 
opponent across the aisle, especially in speculative matters 
such as philosophy. However, if my reasoning was correct, 
disagreements cannot really be resolved through this strat-
egy. Why is this possibility so intuitively attractive then? 
Why does it seem plausible to resolve disagreements this 
way?

In this section, I review an explanation for this, namely, 
that the relativist intuition emerges from the way the 
structure of these disagreements is conceptualized. That 
is, by regarding our doxastic methods as a layered affair, 
we come to see our disagreement as located not in the 
level of our beliefs, but in a deeper level (of fundamental 
doxastic resources). This picture is the result of the inter-
play of three assumptions I call tieredness, separatedness, 
and locatedness.

It is these assumptions, I will argue, which make it 
seem possible to judge our opponents as right relative to 
a deeper level that we do not share.

Even if his relativistic structure of justification is not 
fully developed in his 2014 paper (see Hales 2006), the 
paper nevertheless offers a succinct reconstruction of the 
view: “irreconcilable differences are to be located at the 
level of independent methods of generating noninferen-
tial beliefs which are then used as basic data for building 
theories that one holds in reflective equilibrium” (Hales 
2014, p. 63. My emphasis).

The tieredness of this model is plainly visible: the tar-
get belief is justified by basic beliefs which we find by 
applying a particular method. Since the Christian and the 
philosopher use different methods, they start from dif-
ferent basic beliefs (this is of course not necessary, it is 
just what happens in the case we are examining), which 
in turn, justify their opposing doxastic attitudes towards 
a target proposition.

Assuming that justification must be tiered generates 
two related problematic assumptions. First, that there are 
two realms which could be separated: in Hales’s case, a 
method, and the beliefs generated by such method. As 
we saw before, when a belief generated by the method is 
central to its doctrine, the assumption of separatedness 
is hopeless. Secondly, the assumption that our disagree-
ment is located in a fundamental difference: in Hales’s 
account, it would be in our methods of acquiring basic 
beliefs. This assumption generates the misleading thought 
that if we only coincided on that particular point, then we 
would be on the same page. If the philosopher believed 
that the Bible is authoritative with respect to the exist-
ence of souls, then he would agree with his counterpart 

that humans have souls. However, for him to come to that 
one belief about the authority of religious texts, he would 
have to take on board a host of other beliefs.

These assumptions provide an illusory support for the 
kind of relativistic resolution strategy Hales defends; they 
make it look possible for disputants to recognise the rela-
tive truth of their counterpart’s position. But, when the 
relativist attempts to prescribe the doxastic attitude the 
disputants must have in order to resolve their disagree-
ment, she runs into problems.

4.2  Some Disagreements Cannot Be Rationally 
Resolved

A crucial difference between Hales’s and Fogelin’s theories 
concerns the resolution of disagreements. Hales argues that 
all disagreements are resolvable. In fact, his whole argumen-
tation hinges on this, as he claims that relativism is the only 
resolution strategy available for certain kinds of disagree-
ments. If the possibility of deep disagreements being beyond 
resolution were on the table for Hales, then that relativism is 
the only resolution strategy available for these disagreements 
would be a weaker motivation than he intends. Fogelin, how-
ever, does not assume, but in fact denies, that all disagree-
ments are rationally resolvable.

Against Fogelin, the criticism might be made that if 
what we are after is a theory of disagreement resolution, 
the concession that some disagreements cannot be resolved, 
is throwing the towel and limiting the scope of one’s own 
theory. I want to say two things about this.

Firstly, it is not clear that a theory of disagreements has 
to be a theory of disagreement resolution. The study of 
disagreements is valuable to epistemology because it offers 
opportunities to explore important questions of epistemic 
permissibility, rationality, justified beliefs, etc. It is disagree-
ments whose resolution seem dim which bring these issues 
to the foreground in the clearest way. To assume that all 
disagreements can be rationally resolved is to skew the very 
same questions we aimed to answer.

Secondly, the fact that all resolution strategies surveyed 
by Hales (including relativism) fail to give an appropriate 
account of deep disagreement, warrants the consideration 
of their being incapable of rational resolution. Granted, 
we shouldn’t go there unless our hand is forced, but that is 
exactly the situation we find ourselves in.

The possibility that deep disagreements remain unre-
solved prevents the problems I pointed out concerning 
Hales’s theory: the impossible demand disappears because 
the hope of resolution disappears. In the framework of Foge-
lin’s theory, disputants do not have to concede either that the 
truth-value of the proposition they disagree about is relative, 
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or that the epistemic perspective of their adversary is prima 
facie tenable.

4.3  Deep Disagreement as a Clash of Framework 
Propositions

Fogelin says many things to characterise deep disagree-
ments, which appear to pull in different directions. Some 
characterizations are compatible with Hales’s theory; for 
example, the absence of “shared procedures for resolving 
disagreements” (Fogelin 1985/2005, p. 6). Among what is 
mutually acknowledged by the parties in a normal disagree-
ment, are the ways to resolve it. Using Fogelin’s own exam-
ple, if you and I disagree about whether Rod Carew hit more 
triples than George Brett in 1984, we can settle the disagree-
ment by consulting official record books that, while they 
can contain errors, are authoritative and have a “privileged 
status in discussions of past athletic achievements” ( p. 6). 
Consulting specialized literature constitutes an appropriate 
method to resolve the disagreement for both of us. In deep 
disagreements, in contrast, there is no mutually acknowl-
edged way out of the dispute.

In Hales’s case, agreement over meta-evidence (or sec-
ond-order evidence) constitutes a procedure for resolving 
disagreements (as in the example of the disagreement over 
the age of the earth, 2014, p. 78–79). Hence, like Fogelin, 
Hales thinks irresolvability in disagreement is due to the 
absence of resolution procedures.

A different route to reconcile Fogelin’s and Hales’s posi-
tions is by using Fogelin’s talk of deep disagreements being 
a “clash of framework propositions” (1985/2005, p. 8). 
According to Fogelin, when we assume the same framework 
propositions, we enter a normal disagreement. Thus, when 
our background commitments clash, the conditions for argu-
mentation are not produced: “We get a deep disagreement 
when the argument is generated by a clash of framework 
propositions” (p. 8).

If we understand something like “the method of rational 
intuitions is the appropriate method to acquire beliefs about 
the existence of souls” as a framework proposition, then 
Hales’s disagreement can also be considered a clash of 
framework propositions. We can even say that our allegiance 
to a set of framework propositions defines the doxastic 
method(s) we use. For example, the framework proposition 
“the Bible is authoritative over the question of the existence 
of the soul” partly constitutes a distinctively Christian meth-
odology for acquiring beliefs.

Fogelin’s talk of framework propositions can make for 
a tiered interpretation of deep disagreement: the proposi-
tion about which we disagree (“humans have souls”) is 
the result of our holding different framework propositions, 
just as in Hales’s account they are the result of different 

belief-acquiring methods. This account of deep disagree-
ments is not only compatible with, but is quite close to, 
Hales’s theory.

I believe that this reading of Fogelin’s use of “frame-
work propositions” is misguided, because Fogelin’s talk of 
framework propositions is more nuanced than is visible here. 
For Fogelin, certain propositions delimitate “the framework 
or the structure within which reasons can be marshaled” 
(1985/2005, p. 5): “The arguments on each side are carried 
on within the framework of such commitments” (p. 11, my 
emphasis). I find this position a close rendering of Witt-
genstein’s On Certainty: “The system is not so much the 
point of departure, as the element in which arguments have 
their life” (OC§105). Thus, the interpretation of framework 
propositions as the point of departure for arguments not only 
generates a tiered conception of deep disagreements (with 
its misleading assumptions), but doesn’t seem a plausible 
interpretation of Fogelin’s words.

Instead, I think it is better to connect his use of framework 
propositions with his appeal to “forms of life”:

“when we inquire into the source of a deep disagree-
ment, we do not simply find isolated propositions, but 
instead a whole system of mutually supporting propo-
sitions (and paradigms, models, styles of acting and 
thinking) that constitute, if I may use the phrase, a 
form of life.” (Fogelin 1985/2005: 9 my emphasis; this 
position is developed in Godden and Brenner 2010).

It is not, though, that participants of deep disagreements 
have different forms of life, and thus will never entertain 
normal disagreements. Rather, Fogelin talks of forms of life 
in the plural: “a person participates in a variety of forms of 
life that overlap and crisscross in a variety of ways. Some of 
these forms of life have little to do with others. This explains 
why we can enter into discussions and reasonable arguments 
over a wide range of subjects with a person who believes, as 
we think, things that are perfectly mad” (ibid.).11

Framework propositions are special only in that they 
encapsulate a key aspect of a form of life (like “humans 
have souls” does with the Christian form of life). Thus, the 
real reason behind the lack of a shared background in deep 
disagreement is disputants’ belonging to different forms of 

11 We find practically the same point when Fogelin defends plural-
istic contextualism: “I also think pluralistic contextualism is a more 
plausible view than holistic contextualism because pluralism squares 
with the undoubted fact that human beings can radically disagree 
with each other in certain areas, yet still understand and agree with 
each other over a very wide range of other topics. It is even possible 
for such mutual understanding to exist between people with funda-
mentally different worldviews. That my tax accountant subscribes to 
a religion that I find wholly irrational does not lead me to question his 
ability to prepare my tax return. Indeed, our disagreement on religion, 
though total, usually touches little else.” (Fogelin 1994, p. 209).
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life. What is, for me, so misleading about talk of framework 
propositions, is that it gives the impression that the disa-
greement is located in a belief (of the framework propo-
sition). Alternatively, in Fogelin’s (and, in some contexts, 
Wittgenstein’s) sense, deep disagreements are distributed 
over different forms of acting (including thinking, judging, 
and believing) that constitute a form of life.

4.4  Lateral Support in Lieu of Tiered Support

If my interpretation of Fogelin’s article is on the right track, 
the structure of deep disagreement it presents is significantly 
different from that presented by Hales. The belief of the 
disputants is not caused by anything more fundamental, 
because believing in e.g. the existence of souls, is not a con-
sequence of having a certain form of life, it is part of a form 
of life. In this context, the three assumptions seen before, 
tieredness, separatedness, and locatedness, are nowhere to 
be found in this interpretation of Fogelin’s view.

In the last part of this essay, I sketch the broad strokes of 
this alternative view.

Inspired by Fogelin’s quoted passage, I am going to use 
the following notion of deep disagreements:

Deep disagreements: disagreements that, as they stand, 
cannot be argumentatively resolved12 because they are 
about propositions embedded in systems of mutually sup-
porting propositions which are not (largely) shared by the 
disputants.13

This characterization points to an aspect that will prove 
to be important: the idea that beliefs can gain support from 
other beliefs which are epistemically on a par, a kind of 
lateral support in lieu of tiered support.

When Jack disagree with Diane about the existence of 
souls, their disagreement is not located in this particular 
proposition (or in any step more basic), but rather it is dis-
tributed in a cluster of interrelated propositions. Because the 
attitude disputants have towards the target proposition (belief 
or disbelief) is rooted in the support further beliefs give it, 
distinction between target belief and its system is unattain-
able. This explains why participants in deep disagreements 

won’t conceive of the other party’s position as relatively 
true, but rather as profoundly mistaken.

This interpretation does not run into the problems raised 
by Hales’s view, because disputants do not have to comply 
with condition (d): that each disputant must separate the 
proposition believed by her adversary from the epistemic 
perspective motivating and justifying it—taking the proposi-
tion to be false, while taking the perspective to be tenable. 
On my view, there are no perspectives we need to judge, just 
interrelated beliefs. In this outlook, the target belief can-
not be considered in isolation to the other propositions it 
is connected to; one has to take into account the form a life 
in which such proposition is embedded in, if one wants to 
understand what is being believed. Fogelin illustrates this 
point in his discussion of abortion as a deep disagreement: 
“someone will hold that at conception, or to be delicate, very 
shortly after conception, an immortal soul enters into the 
fertilized egg, and with this, personhood is attained. Why 
should one believe anything like this? Well, this is part of a 
wider tradition…” (1985/2005, p. 8).

If we only have beliefs that are interrelated, then separa-
tion between target belief and the system it is embedded into 
seems hopeless, and the disagreement is better described as 
distributed over a cluster of interrelated beliefs, rather than 
located in a fundamental epistemic resource. Finally, if all 
we have are interconnected beliefs, the only kind of support 
a proposition can gain is lateral, that is, from other beliefs 
that are epistemically on a par, rather than tiered because 
there is no proposition with an especial epistemic pedigree.
Which brings me to another aspect I find misleading of talk 
of framework propositions; it suggests the idea that the spe-
cial role framework propositions play in the form of life they 
are embedded in, is due to their being better grounded. What 
my reasoning so far suggests, on the other hand, is that their 
support does not come from their being more fundamental, 
but from being interrelated to other beliefs (and models, 
values, paradigms, and styles of acting and thinking). There 
is nothing special about framework propositions other than 
the role they play in our forms of life.

4.5  The Soul Disagreement as Deep Disagreement

My rendering of deep disagreement says that they that 
they are irresolvable because the target belief is embedded 
into a system of mutually supporting propositions which 
is not shared by the disputants. Why is the irresolvability 

12 I changed Fogelin’s denial of rational resolution for argumentative 
resolution following Turner and Wright’s (2005) cue that we separate 
Fogelin’s “modest claim” that deep disagreements are not resolvable 
with arguments, from his “radical claim” that they cannot be ration-
ally resolved (p.  26). We could therefore find non-argumentative 
rational resolution methods for deep disagreements.
13 Notably, “paradigms, models, styles of acting and thinking” are 
lacking from my characterization. This is not because I think these 
are not to be found in deep disagreements. But, rather, because I want 
to show that even when we only consider beliefs, deep disagreements 
can arise.
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connected to the lack of shared beliefs? The answer was 
already hinted at in my initial exposition of Fogelin’s posi-
tion. The “language of argument”, Fogelin tells us, “has its 
primary application in the context of a normal or near nor-
mal argumentative exchanges” (1985/2005, p. 6). When the 
relevant beliefs the disputants have on a certain topic are 
radically different, “conditions for argument do not exist. 
The language of argument may persist, but it becomes point-
less since it makes an appeal to something that does not 
exist: a shared background of beliefs and preferences” (p. 7). 
Disputants use bits of language in ways that imitate their 
use in a language of arguments and arguing, but it cannot 
be properly said that they are giving “reasons”, since what 
reasons are is a function of the shared background beliefs.

When the Christian of our example cites passages from 
the Bible, quotes from reputable theologians, or appeals to 
mystic intuition as reasons for her belief that humans have 
souls, the atheist will not register those as reasons (or as evi-
dence), since the background beliefs which permit that they 
are considered reasons is lacking. This explains why both 
sides of the dispute are essentially untouched by it, nothing 
said from the other side was even remotely compelling.14 
In a way, this is not really a case of an actual argumentative 
exchange, but rather a simulacrum of an argument.

5  Conclusion

There are two distinct parts of this paper. In the first, my aim 
was to closely examine and scrutinise Hales’s argument for 
the plausibility of the relativistic resolution strategy in cases 
of epistemically intractable disagreements. My verdict was 
negative; the strategy needs some preconditions to work, 
which disputants are not able to meet.

My aim in this project, however, was not entirely neg-
ative. I tried to provide a hypothesis of why the strategy 
failed, and why it seemed possible to begin with: By con-
ceptualizing our doxastic activity as a tiered affair, it gives 
the impression that belief and perspective can be separated, 
and that the disagreement is located in the latter.

I presented a (very rough) characterization of what 
an alternative model would be like inspired by Fogelin’s 
remarks on deep disagreements. Our beliefs are intercon-
nected in a way that they gain support from each other. Thus, 
the belief we disagree about is not rooted in a more funda-
mental resource, but rather it gains a kind of lateral support 
from the system i.e. form of life it belongs to. Since the 

system is the element “in which arguments have their life” 
(Wittgenstein 1969, § 105), participation in different forms 
of life undercut the very conditions for argumentation; viz., 
a shared background of beliefs and preferences. In this sce-
nario, the arguments on each side do not affect the other, and 
the disagreement remains unresolved.
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