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1 Truth-Relativism and the Epistemology of Disagreement
In his 2014 paper “Disagreement, relativism, and doxastic revision” (Erkenntnis, vol. 79) J. Adam Carter advances a novel and interesting approach to current semantic and epistemological debates about disagreement by investigating how a truth-relativist account of evaluative discourses, such as taste and aesthetics, manages to deal with the problem of epistemic peer disagreement.

Carter claims that peer disagreement about evaluative matters typically motivates a conformist response to the effect that, after the discovery of disagreement, subjects should revise their doxastic attitudes:

If A and B can disagree about p, one way they can disagree about p is as recognised epistemic peers, and then the question arises: is doxastic revision rationally required in the face of this disagreement? And since claims of taste fall squarely in a category of the sort of cases that typically motivate conformism: a plausible answer is “yes”.

[Carter 2014: 167, my emphasis]

Thus, truth-relativism should be compatible with conformism:

The truth-relativist owes us an explanation for the following, supposing

Libby and Eunice are recognised epistemic peers vis-à-vis F:

(R) Rationality requires that, if Libby and Eunice disagree about whether F and are mutually recognised epistemic peers vis-à-vis F, then in light of the fact that they disagree vis-à-vis F, each should revise her respective belief about whether F.

[Carter 2014: 168] 

Carter maintains that in order for truth-relativism to make sense of (R), it should also make sense of the following principle:

(EP) If A and B are recognised epistemic peers vis-à-vis F, then rationality requires that A and B think, before disagreeing about F, that each other is equally likely to be right about whether F.

[Carter 2014: 168]

Yet, in Carter’s opinion, the truth-relativist cannot coherently endorse (EP) because “cognitive equality and evidential equality don’t entail standards equality, and standards equality is just as relevant to getting it right, for the truth-relativist” (Carter 2014: 169). Since truth-relativism cannot make sense of (EP), Carter concludes that it cannot make sense of (R), thereby failing to be compatible with conformism.

Here we have, in kernel form, Carter’s view. The aim of this paper is a modest one: to argue that Carter’s argument against truth-relativism fails because truth-relativists should be non-conformists, viz. they should endorse the view to the effect that two recognised peers should rationally retain their initial doxastic attitudes. For this reason, truth-relativists should not be worried about the alleged incompatibility between their view and conformism.
Some preliminary remarks are in order. First: I will concede, for the sake of argument, that two subjects disagreeing about evaluative matters can take themselves to be epistemic peers. In a nutshell, two subjects take themselves to be epistemic peers just in case they believe both that they are equals with respect to evidence that bears on a given issue, and that they are more or less equals with respect to general intellectual virtues, such as thoughtfulness, carefulness, honesty, and so on. Secondly, I will also grant that truth-relativism manages to capture a genuine notion of doxastic disagreement.
 Finally, let me state from the outset that in this paper I will concentrate on whether truth-relativism had better embrace a conformist or non-conformist response. I will not discuss the more general issue of what the rational response to peer disagreement should be independently of a truth-relativist account of evaluative discourses.

2 Conformism and Evaluative Disagreement

Let us start off by focusing on Carter’s opinion that “claims of taste fall squarely in a category of the sort of cases that typically motivate conformism” (Carter 2014: 167). I believe that a quick look at the epistemological debate about disagreement shows that this is too hasty a statement.
In one of the papers that informed the epistemological debate on disagreement, Adam Elga - one of the most prominent conformists - proposes a distinction between “clean and pure” and “messy real-world” cases of disagreement (Elga 2007: 492-495). To illustrate the distinction, Elga expands on the by now famous restaurant case, where two recognised epistemic peers disagree on their shares of the bill, viz. one says that they are $ 43 and the other says that they are $ 45. Elga maintains that the restaurant case counts as a clean and pure case of disagreement since it is plausible to maintain that the two subjects regard each other as peers where calculations are concerned - they frequently dine together and in the majority of cases they agree, and when they disagree, one is right as often as the other is. By contrast, a disagreement about the moral permissibility of abortion counts as a “messy-real world” case of disagreement in which subjects cannot take themselves to be epistemic peers. I cannot go into the details of Elga’s argument: but if Elga held, as some relativists certainly do, that there are more similarities between taste discourse and moral discourse than between moral discourse and arithmetic, he could include disagreements about taste in the category of messy-real world disagreements.
David Christensen, another well-known conformism, contends that “as the area of disagreement becomes greater, the pressure for conciliation diminishes” (Christensen 2011: 16). This claim, coupled with the intuitively plausible idea that it is likely that two subjects disagreeing about the tastiness of ice cream disagree also on other related issues (e.g. whether cold food is delicious, whether chocolate is better than ice cream, and so on), may lead us to think that, after all, even conformists are inclined to maintain that doxastic revision is not required in evaluative domains of discourse.

As an aside, notice that supporters of non-conformism defend such a view by drawing often on disagreements in moral (Rosen 2001, Wedgwood 2010) and taste discourse (Wright 2006).

To my mind, this brief overview of the literature undermines the idea that evaluative disagreements typically motivate conformism.
 Be that as it may, one might observe that this is but a small wrinkle in Carter’s strategy which does not by itself jeopardise his main argument against truth-relativism. I agree with this observation, but I submit that the realisation that evaluative disagreements do not typically motivate conformism tones down the pressure on proving that truth-relativism is compatible with conformism. Since the only reason in favour of a conformist response to peer disagreements about taste provided here has been weakened, it is dialectically unclear why truth-relativism should be compatible with conformism in the first place. That being said, let us turn now to analyse how truth-relativism deals with (EP).
3 Assessing (EP)

In this section I take issue with Carter’s claim that truth-relativism cannot make sense of (EP), viz. the principle to the effect that if A and B are recognised epistemic peers vis-à-vis F, rationality requires that A and B think, before disagreeing about F, that each other is equally likely to be right about whether F. Carter concludes so because, to quote him again, “cognitive equality and evidential equality don’t entail standards equality, and standards equality is just as relevant to getting it right, for the truth-relativist”.
For a start, let us remind ourselves of the distinctive theses truth-relativists advance regarding taste discourse. The variety of truth-relativism we are interested in here concurs with a classical invariantist semantics that a sentence φ expresses the same semantic content (or proposition) at different contexts of utterance cu1 and cu2. However, the first distinctive thesis of truth-relativism is that these contexts determine different circumstances of evaluation at which we evaluate the truth (or falsity) of the semantic content, where a circumstance of evaluation can be modelled as a pair of possible world and standard of evaluation (or judge) parameters (wce, sce(.
 The value of the standard of evaluation parameter is fixed by the subject’s standard of taste. The semantic content expressed by an utterance of the sentence “Ice cream is tasty” is true at the world of the context of utterance and at A’s standard of taste, whereas it is false at B’s standard of taste, (in which another standard is in place).

The second distinctive thesis of truth-relativism is that there is no right or privileged standard of evaluation, for the relevant taste is the taste of the judge or assessor. This leads the truth-relativist to rephrase the norms of belief and assertion as follows (See Kölbel 2009: 390):

Subjects should believe and assert only propositions that are true at the actual world and on their own standard of taste.

This principle is what allegedly allows the truth-relativist to account for the appearance that subjects can faultlessly disagree about matters of taste (see Kölbel 2009).
 The idea, roughly put, is this. A believes the proposition that ice cream is tasty, whereas B believes that ice cream is not tasty; what they believe is true at their respective standards of taste; since A and B are not violating the constitutive norm of believing something that is true at their own standards of evaluation, they are not at fault.

Before turning to how truth-relativism accommodates (EP), a clarification is needed. Truth-relativism is formulated within what I shall call the qualitative model of belief, namely the view that either a subject takes a given doxastic attitude towards p (e.g. she believes that p), or she fails to take it. Familiar though it is, the qualitative model of belief is not well suited for the epistemological debate about disagreement. To see why, let us dwell on the conformist idea to the effect that when one is confronted with a disagreement with one’s epistemic peer, doxastic revision is rationally required. Doxastic revision need not be an all-or-nothing matter, for it may be rational for subjects to revise just a bit their opinions in light of their opponents’ opinions thereby finding a suitable compromise that respects the conformist core idea that one’s initial opinions and one’s opponent’s opinions have the same epistemic weight. To make sense of this idea, it is common in the debate (see e.g. Christensen 2007, Elga, 2007, Kelly 2010) to endorse a finer-grained representation of subjects’ doxastic attitudes to the effect that such attitudes are the levels of confidence subjects invest in the truth of the targeted proposition p. These levels of confidence are usually modelled by real-valued credence functions that take the propositions for which a subject has some degree of confidence as arguments. Roughly put, the more confident one is in p, the higher one’s credence in p. To give it a label, call this the quantitative model of belief.
This settled, let us turn to (EP). First off, let me clarify that accepting (EP) does not amount ipso facto to accepting conformism. To see this, notice that (EP) bears a striking resemblance to Elga’s definition of epistemic parity, which is worth quoting in full:

On my usage, you count your friend as an epistemic peer with respect to an about to-be-judged claim if and only if you think that, conditional on the two of you disagreeing about the claim, the two of you are equally likely to be mistaken.

[Elga 2007: fn. 21, p. 499]

In my view, Carter’s (EP) principle and Elga’s definition of epistemic parity accomplish the same task, namely that of emphasising the link between epistemic parity and likelihood of being right. Be that as it may, conformism does not directly follow from such a link.
 Consider this version of the restaurant case (discussed e.g. in Elga 2007): before disagreeing about the shares of the bill, you and your friend both think that that you are equally likely to be right about it. Yet, when you do the mental math you get an answer of $ 43, whereas your friend gets an answer of $ 430, which is much greater than the whole bill. In such a case, the condition stated in (EP) is satisfied, but both Christensen and Elga claim that you should stick to your guns because your friend’s answer is utterly insane.

Having clarified this, we are now in a position to see how truth-relativism handles (EP). Truth-relativism holds that A and B have different standards of taste that yield different assignments of truth-values. Yet, having different standards of taste does not entail that there be an intrinsically correct standard which makes one of the two subjects more likely to be mistaken than the other. That is to say, although A and B have different standards, this does not prevent them from being equally likely to be right. It should be kept in mind that, for the truth-relativist, two subjects are not making any mistake just in case they both comply with the norm they are subject to in that specific context, viz. the norm of believing what is true at their own standards of evaluation.
 On closer inspection, however, (EP) requires that subjects should think that they are equally likely to be right, and not just that they are equally likely to be right. Can the truth-relativist account for this? The answer is yes. As noticed by Francén (2010), subject A might very well believe that subject B’s standard of taste is not such that the proposition that ice cream is tasty is true at it. Therefore, A might very well acknowledge that B is not making any error by following the norm she is subject to, namely the norm of believing what is true relative to her own standards of evaluation. Therefore, A may acknowledge that B is as likely as she is to be right: to repeat it, for the truth-relativist being right (or being at fault) means following (not following) the norm of belief one is subject to in this area of discourse. Symmetrically, since A is subject to the same norm B is subject to, she is not at fault, and B can easily acknowledge that.
 Thus, truth-relativism is perfectly compatible with the idea that subjects should acknowledge their being equally likely to get taste matters right.

The foregoing discussion entitles us to conclude that truth-relativism can make sense of (EP).

4 Truth-Relativism and the Rational Response to Peer Disagreement

Having defended the compatibility of truth-relativism with (EP), let us move on to examining the claim that truth-relativism should be in a position to accept the principle (R), viz. the principle claiming that rationality requires that whenever two epistemic peers disagree about evaluative matters, they should revise their initial doxastic attitudes. In the previous section, we tried to undermine Carter’s main reason against the compatibility between truth-relativism and (R) by showing that truth-relativism can accept (EP). However, in this section I would like to pursue a different question, namely whether truth-relativism should be compatible with conformism. To my mind, this question could be divided into two parts:
(1) What is epistemic rationality?

(2) Given our answer to (1), should truth-relativism be committed to be compatible with conformism?

Carter is silent about (1), for he does not subscribe to any particular account of epistemic rationality. So, I will proceed as follows: I will supply a plausible account of what epistemic rationality is and show that, in order for truth-relativism to comply with such an account, it should endorse a non-conformist response to peer disagreement.

My general point of departure is a much endorsed view which has been labelled epistemic consequentialism, viz. the idea that epistemic normativity has its source in what conduces towards the promotion of the epistemic value of truth. As pointed out by Selim Berker (Berker 2013), epistemic consequentialists are legion: various externalist theories (e.g. Goldman’s process reliabilism, Plantinga’s proper functionalism, and Goldman’s veritistic-oriented social epistemology), various internalist theories (e.g. BonJour’s theory of justification and Foley’s account of epistemic rationality) and even a pluralist approach to justification such as Alston’s are instances of epistemic consequentialism.

A consequentialist definition of epistemic rationality has it that subjects are epistemically rational just in case they do what maximises epistemic value (i.e. truth). Therefore, it is rational to retain one’s doxastic attitude in the face of a peer disagreement just in case this enables one to ensure nearest approximation to the truth. I will now articulate this idea within the quantitative model of belief, and I will subsequently develop it in connection to truth-relativism.

Within the quantitative model of belief, a consequentialist account of rationality might take the following form. To begin with, let us conceive of a subject’s credence Cr as the subject’s numerical estimate of the truth-value of p:
 plausibly, the more one’s estimates get closer to the truth, the more epistemically valuable they are. Drawing on (Joyce 1998), we might articulate this idea formally by availing ourselves of a a scoring rule,  namely a formula that measures how far a credence Cr in p is from the truth-value v would have in the actual world w. The rough idea is this: for a proposition p, a credence Cr, and a truth-value v, a scoring rule assigns a real number which measures the inaccuracy of holding Cr when the truth-value of p in w is as given in v. 
 The best score achievable is 0, which means that the distance from the truth is minimised = 0. For present purposes, I shall adopt the Brier Score Rule, named after Glenn Brier, who originally used it to measure the inaccuracy of weather forecasts. Here it is. Let us say that V (p, w) is 1 if p is true in w, and 0 otherwise. The inaccuracy of having a credence Cr towards a proposition p relative to w is defined thus: ( Cr(p) − V (p, w) (2.
I have offered a definition of epistemic rationality and adapted it to the quantitative model of belief. Surely, one could define epistemic rationality in non-consequentialist terms and block my argument at this stage.
 A full discussion of both epistemic consequentialism and its rivals will lead us astray: so, I shall content myself with noticing that, besides the fact that epistemic consequentialism enjoys widespread consensus in epistemology, the consequentialist-inspired definition of epistemic rationality adopted here does not seem to beg the question against the conformist response to peer disagreement.

To make sense of the present approach to epistemic rationality within a truth-relativist account of taste discourse, we should cash out the notion of approximation to the truth in terms of approximation to the relative truth. That is to say, the answer to the question whether A’s and B’s different doxastic attitudes towards the proposition that ice cream is tasty are rational depends on whether entertaining those attitudes ensures nearest approximation to the truth relative to w and to their respective standards of taste.
This idea turns out to be crucial for the purposes of this paper, in that it allows us to establish that truth-relativists should be non-conformists. To illustrate. Since A’s standard of taste is such that it is true that ice cream is tasty at it, and B’s standard of taste is such that it is not true that ice cream is tasty at it, A should keep on assigning high credence to the proposition that ice cream is tasty, whereas B should keep on assigning low credence to the same proposition.
 In other words, it is rational for A and B to retain their initial doxastic attitudes in the face of their disagreement. To put the argument in a more schematic form:
(1)
What is rational to do is what ensures nearest approximation to the truth.
(2)
Truth is relative to subjects’ standards of evaluation.
(3)
A’s standard of taste is such that the proposition that ice cream is tasty is true at it.
(4)
Before the discovery of disagreement A believed the proposition that ice cream is tasty.
(C)
Therefore, it is rational for A to retain her doxastic attitude towards the proposition that ice cream is tasty. The same holds, mutatis mutandis, for B.

5 Conclusion

In this paper I tried to establish three theses:

· The claim that disagreements belonging to those areas of discourse targeted by truth-relativism typically motivate conformism does not faithfully represent the literature on the epistemology of disagreement. Conformists seldom discuss evaluative disagreements and some of them contend that the problem of peer disagreement does not even seem to arise in evaluative discourses; 

· truth-relativism captures the idea that if two subjects regard each other as epistemic peers, they should think that they are equally likely to get things right;

· on a consequentialist construal of epistemic rationality according to which one should do what ensures nearest approximation to the truth, truth-relativism had better adopt a non-conformist response to peer disagreement.

The foregoing discussion shows that truth-relativism need not reconcile itself with conformism, and this allows us to conclude that Carter’s argument against truth-relativism does not go through: the alleged incompatibility between truth-relativism and conformism about peer disagreement should not worry the supporters of truth-relativism, for truth-relativists should be non-conformists.
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� I thank an anonymous referee for this journal for suggesting a better interpretation of Carter’s view to me.


� See e.g. (Francén 2010) for reasons to resist this assumption.


� Notice also that Carter cites Richard Feldman as a proponent of conformism in controversial areas of discourse. Yet, in his most recent work on the topic, Feldman claims that “there are no general and widely applicable principles specifying what attitudes are justified for someone who encounters a disagreeing peer”, see Feldman (2009: 295).


� I will ignore times and tenses for the sake of simplicity. Moreover, it is irrelevant for the goal of this paper to distinguish between John MacFarlane’s assessment-sensitive version of truth-relativism (MacFarlane 2014) and other formulations of this doctrine, such as e.g. Max Kölbel’s (2009).


� To forestall misunderstandings, not all truth-relativists endorse appearances of faultless disagreement. For instance, MacFarlane argues that the very idea of faultless disagreement is unstable and he explicitly refuses to regard it as a piece of evidence in favour of his brand of truth-relativism. See (MacFarlane 2014).


� Notice also that David Enoch argues at length against conformism while, at the same time, endorsing Elga’s definition of epistemic parity. See (Enoch 2010).


� Cases like this spell trouble for the conformist-friendly principle called Independence Principle, which maintains that when one evaluates the epistemic credential of another person's belief about p, one should do so in a way that is independent of the reasoning behind one's own initial belief about p. However, nothing of what I will say hinges on the adoption (or rejection) of this principle.


� Of course, one might take issue with the idea that “being right/at fault” means following/not following the norm one is subject to in a specific domain of discourse. But since we are evaluating the prospects for a truth-relativist account of (EP), and since Kölbel spells out the idea of “being at fault” in this way, it is fair to focus on this reading of the notion.


� In (Palmira 2014) I assess the consequences of this fact for the truth-relativist’s explanation of the phenomenon of apparent faultless disagreement.


� For further references, see (Berker 2013).


� See e.g. (Jeffrey 1986) and (Joyce 1998).


� The advantage of taking into account minimisation of inaccuracy instead of maximisation of accuracy is explained in (Leitgeb and Pettigrew 2010).


� See (Berker 2013) on this issue.


� It is also worth emphasising that Sarah Moss argues that conformists should use scoring rules in order provide a better account of how two subjects should achieve epistemic compromise than the one offered by the widely discussed (and criticised) split-the-difference model of belief updating. See (Moss 2011).


� In order to preserve the original formulation of truth-relativism, we could say that a subject believes that p in the full sense just in case she believes it with a degree of confidence that meets a certain threshold. If the subject’s credence in p is sufficiently high (but not necessarily 1), the subject’s opinion falls in the area of belief; when the credence is low (but not necessarily 0), the subject’s opinion falls in the area of disbelief. This is also known as the Lockean Thesis (see Foley 1993).
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