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Apriority as an Evaluative Notion

Hartry Field

A priori justification is often thought mysterious or out of keeping with a natu-
ralistic view of the world; strong forms of a priori justification that involve empir-
ical indefeasibility are often thought especially mysterious. While this is no doubt
correct for excessive claims of a priority—for instance, claims to a priori access
to features of the physical world—I will argue that it is incorrect if intended as a
claim about the existence of any apriority at all.! What is mysterious in most
forms of (non-excessive) apriorism isn’t the apriorism itself but the background
assumptions about epistemology. But in questioning these background assump-
tions, [ will be producing an account of apriority that few apriorists will like.

I. THE CONCEPT OF APRIORITY

Let’s define a weakly « priori proposition as one that can be reasonably believed
without empirical evidence;” an empirically indefeasible proposition as one that
admits no empirical evidence against it;* and an a priori proposition as one that is
both weakly a priori and empirically indefeasible. Some writers use “a priori” in a
way tHat imposes no empirical indefeasibility requirement, but it seems to me that
that removes the main philosophical interest of apriority: traditional debates about
the apriority of logic and Euclidean geometry have largely concerned the issue of
whether any empirical evidence could count against them. Another reason for keep-
ing an indefeasibility requirement will be given later in this section.

Thanks to Ned Block. Paul Boghossian. Stephen Schiffer. and Nick Zangwill for extremely
helpful discussions.

! The mystery that excessive claims to apriority would create is briefly discussed in n. 19. 1
believe that there is no analogous mystery for apriorism about logic. or for apriorism about the
basic features of scientific method.

* Here and throughout, “reasonable” will mean “epistemically reasonable™: crassly pragmatic
motivations for and against believing are not to be taken into account.

* *Empirically indefeasible’ may be too weak a term for what I've just defined: the term
suggests only that there can never be sufficient empirical evidence against it to outweigh any
initial plausibility it might have. But it isn"t easy to find examples that meet the weaker condi-
tion but not the stronger, and [ will continue to use the term in the stronger sense.
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The empirical indefeasibility requirement does need to be either restricted or
interpreted delicately if it is not to immediately rule out a priori knowledge. As a
first illustration (emphasized in Kitcher 1983), the credibility of any proposition
could be diminished by evidence that well-regarded experts don’t accept it. This
tirst illustration doesn’t seem to me very interesting: perhaps it shows that we
must impose a slight restriction on empirical indefeasibility to allow for defeasi-
bility by the opinions of others.* but surely it doesn’t suggest that we should give
up an indefeasibility requirement entirely (so that we could reasonably regard a
proposition of logic as a priori while at the same time granting that experimental
results in quantum mechanics could tell against it).

But there is a more interesting argument against an empirical indefeasibility
requirement. The argument has two steps. First. empirical indefeasibility seems
equivalent to empirical unaugmentability: the condition that there can be no
empirical evidence for the proposition. Their equivalence follows from the hard-
to-contest principle that an experience counts as evidence for a proposition only
if some contrary experience would count as evidence against it and vice versa.
But second. as has often been noted. complex and unobvious logical truths can
admit empirical justification without diminishing their claims to a priori status.
For instance, a proposition of form ((p>q)>p)2op is obviously entailed by p, so
someone who didn’t realize it was a logical truth might empirically justify it by
empirically justifying p. So a proposition that should be an extremely plausibie
candidate for apriority seems empirically augmentable and therefore (given the
equivalence) empirically defeasible.

The best way to deal with this argument. is to distinguish empirical justifica-
tion and empirical evidence: evidence involves something like idea! justification.
ideal in that limitations of computational capacity are ignored. The idea is that
reflection on the logical facts reveals that the evidence for p doesn’t raise the
“ideal credibility” of the logical truth ((pog)op)>p: for ideally that would have
been fully credible to begin with. If an observation doesn’t raise the ideal credi-
bility of the claim. it shouldn’t count as evidence for it. Similarly. an observation
must lower the ideal credibility of a claim to count as evidence against it. A nice
thing about this resolution of the second argument against an empirical indefea-
sibility requirement is that it could be employed in the Kitcher example too: while
the non-ideal credibility of. say. a complex logical truth can certainly be lowered
by empirical evidence that well-respected logicians didn’t accept it. ideal credi-
hility can’t be lowered in this way: for that reason, the evidence about the opin-
ions of logicians really isn't evidence against the logical truth. Whether the
Kitcher examples are to be handled this way or by a slight restriction on the
empirical indefeasibility requirement is something [ leave to the reader.

I want to say a bit more about my proposed definition of apriority. but first it
would be well to generalize: it is important to consider not only the apriority of

+ One restriction that would have this effect was suggested in Field (1996).
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propositions, but the apriority of methodologies or rules for forming and revising
beliefs. For the moment, we can take as examples of such methodologies (classi-
cal) deductive inference, (your favourite version of) inductive inference. and
(your favourite rules of) percentual belief formation, i.e. of the formation of
perceptual beliefs on the basis of experience. In analogy to the above, I will call
such a methodology or rule weakly a priori iff it can be reasonably employed
without empirical evidence; empirically indefeasible if no empirical evidence
could undermine the reasonableness of its employment: and «a priori if it meets
both conditions. Again. 1 think the most interesting component of apriority is
empirical indefeasibility.

Note that I have not required that an a priori proposition can only be reasonably
believed by someone who has a non-empirical justification for it: not only would
that conflict with the examples above of a priori propositions reasonably believed
entirely because of empirical justifications. it would also conflict with the possi-
bility of a priori propositions reasonably believed without any justification at all.
(‘Default reasonable’ propositions.) Similarly in the case of rules. | think that we
ought to allow for the possibility of default reasonable propositions and rules;’
more on this shortly. My definition classifies default reasonable propositions and
rules as, trivially, weak{y a priori; so that they are a priori if and only if they are
empirically indefeasible. If one were to hold that a priori justification is required
for reasonable belief in an a priori proposition and for reasonable employment of
an a priori rule. then default reasonable propositions and rules could never count
as a priori. That would be most undesirable: surely among the most plausible
examples of default reasonable propositions and rules are simple logical truths like
‘If snow is white then snow is white” and basic deductive rules like modus ponens
and ‘and’-elimination. It would be odd to exclude these from the ranks of the a
priori merely because of their being default reasonable.®

-

3 One must be careful not to be led into ruling them out by pun on the word “justified”. In
one sense. a justified beliet 1s simply a reasonable belief: in another. it is a belief that has a just-
fication. If it is assumed that these senses are equivatent, the exclusion of default reasonableness
is automatic: but in fact their equivalence needs argument. (Note that if their equivalence is not
assumed, there is no reason not to suppose that “unjustitied” beliefs in the second sense can be
essential ingredients in the justitication of other beliets.)

6 The problem of defuault reasonable propositions and rules is curiously overlooked in
discussions of how the notion of a priori proposition and/or a priori justification is to be defined.
For instance. the discussion of a priori justification in Bonjour 1998 assumes throughout that for
a belief to be reasonable it must have some justification or other, it not empirical then a priori.
Presumably Bonjour thinks that there are no default reasonable propositions. However. the obvi-
ous way to retain that position is to allow for circularity in the justificatory process (see the next
section), and Bonjour makes a point of disallowing such circularity: that is the basis on which
he argues that for induction to be reasonable it must he possible to give a justification of it that
doesn’t use induction. He thinks that such a non-circular justification of induction is possible: 1
will not discuss this, but unless he also thinks that a non-circular justification of deduction is
possible. then the exclusion of circularity would seem to make the recognition of default-
reasonable rules of deduction mandatory it deductive scepticism is to be avoided. (I suspect that
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If our concept of apriority were simply weak apriority we would have the oppo-
site problem: default reasonable propositions would automatically count as a priori.
But there is no obvious reason why propositions such as ‘People usually tell the
truth’ shouldn’t count as default reasonable, and it would be odd to count such
propositions a priori. Empirical indefeasibility seems the obvious way to distin-
guish those default reasonable propositions that are a priori and those that aren’t,

There is another possibility worth considering: I have argued against saying
that a priori propositions and rules are those that require non-empirical justifica-
tion to be reasonably believed, but why not say that they are those that admir non-
empirical justification? The answer is that this too might exclude simple logical
truths, or rules like modus ponens and ‘and’-elimination. For the only obvious
way to try to give ‘a priort justifications’ for them is by appeal to the truth-table
for ‘and’. But as has often been pointed out. “justification” of ‘and’-elimination
by the truth-table for ‘and’ requires the use of ‘and’-elimination (or some equiv-
alent principle) at the meta-level: one must pass from ““A™ and “B™ are both true’
to ““A” is true’. If this counts as a justification it is a circular one.” and it is not
obvious that ‘circular justification’ makes sense. I'll soon discuss that issue more
fully, but at least we can say that the alternative approach to defining a priority
contemplated at the start of this paragraph requires the acceptance of circular
justification.®

I close this section by noting that it is not built into the definitions that an a
priori proposition be true or an a priori methodology reliable; much less. that its
truth or reliability is somehow guaranteed by some non-empirical justification of
it. We do have strong reason to think that a prior propositions are true and a priori
methodologies reliable: if we didn't have reasons to think these things. it
wouldn’t be reasonable to believe the propositions or employ the methodologies.
so they couldn’t be a priori.”

2. DEFAULT REASONABLENESS

There is a familiar argument for the default reasonableness of certain methodolo-
gies, including deductive reasoning. inductive reasoning. forming beliefs as a

Bonjour would say that rather than being default reasonable. the basic rules of logic are justi-
fied by acts of a priori insight. But this scems like just an obscurantist redescription; in any case
the only argument for it seems o rest on defining  priori justification in a way that ignores the
possibility of default reasonableness. )

7 “Circular” here is tuken to include “rule-circular’: the relevant sort of cirealarity is where
we justify the claim that a rule is truth-preserving by use of that very rule.

¥ Relative to principles of justification which allow for circular justification. the alternative
definition of apriority contemplated in this paragraph may be equivalent to the one [ proposed.

Y A further point worth mentioning: 1 do not assume that it is a failure of rationality to
believe of a proposition that is not a priori that it is a priori. or to believe of one that is a priori
that it is not.
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result of observation or testimony or memory-impression, and so forth. (Recall
that if they are default reasonable then they are at least weakly a priori.) The argu-
ment is that no justification for anything could be given without using some of
these forms of reasoning.!” So if justifications are assumed to be non-circular, and
if we exclude the totally sceptical possibility that no methodology for forming
and revising beliefs 1s reasonable, then some methodologies must be reasonable
without justification: they must be “default reasonable”.!!

Should we exclude all circular ‘justifications’ of methodological rules from
being genuine justificarions? A number of authors have argued against such an
exclusion (Black 1958; Dummett 1978 Friedman 1979; van Cleve 1984). on
what appear at first glance to be reasonable grounds. Indeed. at least part of what
Dummett and Friedman say seems incontestable: a deductive justification of
deduction does give us some kind of rational explanation of why we should value
our deductive practice more highly than alternative deductive practices we
consider defective. This is doubtless of importance—more on this later. But it is
not obvious that its providing this sort of explanation of our valuing the practice
means that it should count as a justification. To be sure, Dummett and Friedman
grant that such circular explanations are not the sort of justifications that would
persuade a committed proponent of alternative methods: but I take the issue of
whether they count as justifications not to be that. but rather. whether they should
add to the credibility we attach to the mode of reasoning in question. In my view.
the explanations can have this justiticatory value only if they aren’t too easy to
come by: only if there was a prima-facie risk of it being impossible to explain our
valuing the method.'* so that the actual providing of the explanation can justify
the method by showing that the risk is not genuine. [ think that in the case of
deduction and induction and perception there is reason to doubt that there is a
significant prima-facie risk, in which case it is hard to see why the circular “justi-
fications™ should count as justifications at all. (More about this in the inductive
and perceptual cases in Section 4.)

Even if we concede that such circular “justifications” have justificatory value,

10 Admittedly. this might not be so if “acts of a priori insight are both possible and count as
justifications: but fet’s agree to put obscurantism aside.

' This is compatible with “externalist’ views about reasonableness (as well as with “inter-
nalist’ views). The externalist holds that a necessary ¢ondition on the reasonable employment of
inductive procedures or perceptual procedures is that those procedures in fact be “reliable” or
‘truth-conductive” or whatever (where the “whatever covers any other intuitively “externalist’
condition that might be imposed). This is compatihie with certain procedures being default
reasonable: it just implies (i) that what procedures are Jefault reasonable depends on which ones
satisty the appropriate externalist conditions: and (i that evidence in favour of the satisfaction
of those conditions isn't also necessary for the procedures to be reasonably employed. (1 doubt
that the contrast between internalist and externalist canditions is altogether clear. but [ will not
be making much of the contrast. In fact. I will eventally argue that even if that distinction is
clear. the distinction between internalism and externzism rests on a fulse assumption.)

12 Indeed. only if there was o prima-facie risk that:n using our methods we will come to the
conclusion that the methods do not have the propertizs we value.
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there is a case for certain deductive, inductive, and perceptual rules being "default

reasonz.lble’. Indeed, the case for default reasonableness is explicit in most of the

WQrks Just cited: the authors argue that what makes the rule-circular justifications

f)tic?erlam rules count as justifications is that those rules already have a kind of

initial credibility. (They think that use of initially credible rules to argue for the
r?liability or truth-preservingness of the rules adds to this initial credibility.) Their

‘initial credibility” is my “default reasonableness’.

It is, however, not out of the question to hold that without circular justifications
there is no reasonableness at all. That is the view of a certain kind of coherence
theorist. This coherence theorist holds that simple deductive, inductive and
perceptual rules don’t count as ‘reasonable to employ’ until the users of those
procedures have argued (using some combination ot deduction, induction, and
perception, the combination varying from one case to the next) that those rules
are reliable. But once the rules have been used to support themselves to a suffi-
cient degree, the rules become reasonable to employ.

But I doubt that this way of avoiding the default-reasonableness of certain
inferential rules has any substance. Presumably not any set of procedures that are
self-supporting (i.e. which can be used in arguments for their own reliability)
count as reasonable to employ: consider various sorts of counter-deductive and
counter-inductive methods. What differentiates those which are reasonable (e.g.
ours) from those which aren’t? The natural answer is that our methods haveya
certain proto-reasonableness, independent of empirical evidence in their favour.
that counter-deductive and counter-inductive methods lack. This proto-reason-
ableness might be due entirely or in part to factors like truth-preservingness or
reliability; or it might be just due to the fact that we find these procedures natural
to employ. Either way, once we use our method to reach the conclusion that that
method is reliable, the proto-reasonableness i1s converted to full reasonableness:
counter-deductive and counter-inductive methods don’t have proto-reasonable-
ness to begin with, so they don’t become reasonable upon self-support. That, |
submit. 1s the most straightforward way for a coherence theorist to differentiate
the reasonable from the unreasonable setf-supporting methods.

But then it is transparent that the view is basically just a notational variant of
Iht? view that there is default reasonableness; it just calls it proto-reasonableness.
Qf course. “default reasonable’ is supposed to imply ‘reasonable’. whereas
'p‘roto—reasonable' is supposed not to imply it (and indeed, to imply that some-
thing else 1s needed before reasonableness is achieved). but my point is that the
advocates of this view do ascribe a positive value to what they call proto-reason-
ableness, it’s just that they adopt a higher threshold for the value that must be
obtained to deserve to be called “reasonable’.

- There are two considerations that favour the lower (non-coherentist) threshold.
Flrist, if as I have suggested there is less than meets the eye to deductive justifi-
cations of deduction and inductive justifications of induction, the point of elevat-
ing the standard of reasonableness in the way the coherentist proposes is
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obviously diminished. I'll say no more about this now. Second, I think that at least
in the case of induction, it is impossible even using the rules in question to argue
for crucial features of the reliability of the rules: this means that it is hard to moti-
vate a higher (coherentist) threshold without motivating one so high that it is
unattainable. Arguing this is a bit outside the main thrust of the paper. so I leave

it to a footnote."?
Despite these considerations, the decision on “threshold of reasonableness’ is

partly verbal, and this partly verbal decision affects the scope of weak apriority
as I've defined it. Consider inductive and perceptual rules (good ones: this
presumably includes the ones we use). On the lower (non-coherentist) threshold.
such rules come out default reasonable and therefore weakly a priori. But on the
higher (coherentist) threshold according to which good inductive and perceptual
rules are merely proto-reasonable, then those rules don’t count as weakly a priori
unless they can be given non-empirical justifications: and this is most unlikely

13 Here is the argument that empirical evidence for the reliability of relevant features of our
inductive procedures is simply unavailable. Suppose we have developed a comprehensive and
appealing physical theory T that the evidence at our disposal strongly supports. We can always
invent bizarre alternatives that no one would tuke seriously. but which the available evidence
equally accords with: for instance.

(T*) T holds at all times until the year 2000, at which time U holds

(where U is some detailed development of a totally discredited theory. say Aristotelian physics).
The reason for saying that the available evidence accords with T* just as well as it accords with
T is that the available evidence all concerns what happens at times before 2000, and T and T*
agree completely about that. Despite this. we would of course all base predictions on T rather
than on T*: it is part of our empirical methodology to do so. and surely doing so is reasonable.
But it is hard to see that we have any evidence favouring this methodology over an alternative
one which favours T# over T.

Someone might claim that we do have such evidence: the abundant evidence in our posses-
sion that the laws of physics haven’t changed in the past. But this is a mistake: if the laws had
changed in the past. that would be incompatible with both T and T*. so it wouldn’t favour either
over the other. and so evidence against it also doesn’t fuvour one over the other. To make this
clearer. leUs Jook at two more theories besides T and T+

V#: The current laws of physics are Tt but the laws have changed every 100 years. and
will continue to do so.
V- The current lfaws of physics are To but the laws have changed every 100 years in the
past. However. the laws won't change in 2000 or thereatter.

There is little doubt that if the Taws had changed in the vears 100,200, ... 1900, that would he
pretty good inductive evidence that they would also change in 2000: and that the fact that they
didn’t change then is evidence that they won't change in 2000. The reason is that our method-
ology gives a strong & priori bias to V¥ over V and to T over T#. Evidence that the Jaws have
changed in the past would rule out T and T# but leave V# and V as consistent with the evidence:
given the a priori hias. V would be dismissed as highly implausible, feaving V*#which entails
a change in the year 2000. Similarly. evidence that the laws haven't changed rules out V and V¥,
leaving T and T* as consistent with the evidence: but this time the a priori bias leads us o
dismiss T# as hopelessly implagsible. Butatno point is the bias for T over T# or for V¥ over V
ever supported by evidence. tAT least. it is never supported prior o 2000 and 1t only prior o
200 that the bias is important o us.)
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even allowing circular “justifications’, since the premisses of an inductive “justi-
fication’ of inductive or an inductive-perceptual ‘justification’ of perceptual rules
are empirical. So the issue of the weak apriority of inductive and perceptual rules
is largely a verbal issue about the threshold of reasonableness. For the reasons
above, 1 prefer the lower, non-coherentist threshold, on which good inductive and
perceptual rules count as weakly a priori. The question of their full apriority then
reduces to the question of whether they are empirically indefeasible. I will have
something to say in support of the empirical indefeasibility of certain inductive
and perceptual rules later, though we’ll eventually see that this question too has a
quasi-terminological component.

3. DEFAULT REASONABLENESS AND THE EVALUATIVIST
APPROACH TO APRIORITY

So far the discussion of default reasonableness has been focused more on the
*default’ than on the "reasonableness’. To call a proposition or rule default reason-
able is to hold that it is reasonable to believe or employ it without first adducing
evidence or arguments in its favour. Or in other words. that it is reasonable to
adhere to it as a “default belief™ or *default rule” (a belief or rule that is accepted
or employed without adducing considerations in its favour). The previous section
argued (with a slight qualification) that it one is going to have very many beliefs
at all one must have default rules: but to get from this to the conclusion that some
rules are default reasonable and hence weakly a priori. one needs to assume that it
is possible to have a sufficient array of reasonable beliefs; and to get to the conclu-
sion that some of the rules we employ are default reasonable and hence weakly a
priori, one needs to assume that some of our own beliefs are reasonable.

What is it for a default rule (or any other rule) to be reasonable? My main
discussion of this will come later, in Section 3, but it will help to give a briet
preview now.

One approach to explaining reasonableness (I'll call it “naturalistic reduction-
ism’) has it that the reasonableness of a rule is entirely a matter of how good the
rule 1s at producing truth, avoiding falsehood, and so forth. In the case of deduc-
tive rules, we think that ours are objectively correct in that they have complete
and non-contingent reliability: and naturalistic reductionism simply identifies this
objective correctness with their reasonableness. In the case of inductive and
perceptual rules it is less easy to make sense of objective correctness, but we do
apparently think that the ones we employ are as a matter of contingent fact reli-
able, and so are good at arriving at the truth, and naturalistic reductionism simply
identifies the reasonableness of the rule with some combination of these und simi-
lar ‘truth-oriented’ characteristics.

In my view. this approach is thoroughly implausible. on numerous grounds.
Here is a partial list:
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(1) In the case of deductive rules, the notion of reliability is quite clear: and
correct rules do have complete and non-contingent reliability while incorrect ones
don’t. So in this case. the question of whether reliabilism gives the right answer
about reasonableness is equivalent to the question of whether it is always reason-
able to believe correct logical rules and unreasonable to believe incorrect ones.
But I would have thought the answer to be ‘no’: even if the correct logic for deal-
ing with vagueness or the semantic paradoxes is a non-classical logic (perhaps
one that no one has yet formulated), we who do not realize the virtues of such a
revision of logic. or even know how to formulate the logic. are not unreasonable
in trying to cope with vagueness or the semantic paradoxes in the context of clas-
sical logic. We are unreliable but not unreasonable.

(2) The standard ‘internalist’ criticism: it is implausible to hold that our meth-
ods (assuming them reliable in the actual world) would be straightforwardly
unreasonable in a *demon world’ (a world designed to make those methods unre-
liable, but undetectably so).

(3) It isn't easy for a reductionist to satisfactorily explain why a method is
unreasonable if it simply builds in an a priori belief in whatever physical theory
is in fact correct. (The obvious reductionist approach to explaining that is to
require that the method work in certain possible worlds other than our own as
well as in our own world: but specifying which other possible worlds are relevant
and which aren’t. and doing so in a way that isn’t grossly ad hoc. seems to me
extremely difficult.)

(4) The application of the notion of reliability to our basic inductive methods
is crucially unclear. for reasons to be given at the end of Section 4: and it is hard
to supply a clear replacement for the demand that our basic inductive methods be
reliable that isn’t either too weak to exclude obviously unreasonable methods or
$0 strong as to further accentuate the problems in (2).

(5) The motivation for reliabilism is suspect: the motivation for wanting our
beliefs to be true is clear. and this might motivate an interest in the reliability of
a rule as evidence of the truth of beliefs formed by the rule. but it doesn’t moti-
vate the stronger role that the reliabilist gives to reliability. More fully: there are
lots of classes to which a given belief B belongs such that the proportion of truth
to falschood in that class would have an evidential bearing on the truth of B. If
our interest is in the truth of B. we thus have an indirect interest in the proportion
of truth to falsehood in many such classes. But the reliabilist. in trying to reduce
reasonableness to a precisely defined notion of reliability, wants to single out one
particular such class as having a more-than-evidential interest: it's what consti-
tutes the reasonableness of B. Why think that this has any interest?

(6) “Reliability” is certainly not the only thing we want in an inductive rule:
completely reliable methods are available. e.g. the method of believing nothing
whatever the evidence. or believing only logical truths: but we don’t value them.
and value instead other methods that are obviously not perfectly reliable, because
of their other characteristics. And reliability itself subdivides into many different
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notions: for instance, short term vs. long term: yielding a high probability of exact
truth vs. yielding a high probability of approximate truth: reliability in the actual
world vs. reliability over a range of ‘nearby’ possible worlds: etc. When one
thinks about the different more precise characteristics we value. and the fact that
they tend to be in competition with each other, it is hard to imagine how they
could be combinable into a package that could plausibly be held to constitute
reasonableness.

(7) Familiar worries about naturalistic reductionism in ethics carry over to the
epistemological case. For instance, (i) identifying reasonableness with a natural
property seems to strip it of its normative force: (ii) in cases of fundamental
disagreement about whar natural property is coextensive with reasonableness, it
is difficult to take seriously the idea that one party to the debate is right and the
others wrong. (Indeed. that idea seems to presuppose a non-natural property of
reasonableness. whose extension is up for grabs.)'* The naturalist can avoid this
by supposing that those in fundamental disagreement about what is reasonable
are using the term for different natural properties: but this relativist conclusion has
the consequence that they aren’t really disagreeing. which seems incredible.'3

Despite all this, I don't think naturalistic reductionism wholly misguided: [ hope
to provide an attractive picture that captures its insights.

If naturalistic reductionism is rejected. what is to take its place? Another
approach is to take our own rules as completely reasonably by fiat. and to regard
other people’s rules as reasonable to the extent that they are simifar to ours. I'll
call this “the egocentric approach™. It too strikes me as hopelessly implausible,
this time because it chauvinistically takes our own rules as sacrosanct quite inde-
pendent of any properties they might have.

What alternatives remain? One could try to combine features of the above
approaches. taking reasonableness to be a combination of reliability (and related
characteristics) and similarity to ones own methods: but this wouldn’t be much
better than the egocentric approach as regards chauvinism. and wouldn’t help
with the main problems with the naturalistic approach either.

4 This parenthetical point would need to be stated with care. so as not 1o run afoul of the fact
that there are genuinely controversial property-identities (c.g. between being in pain and being
in a certain psychofunctional state). and that controversies about them does not necessarily have
to be understood in terms of higher-order properties associated with the two terms of the iden-
tity. but can be explained in terms of the differing conceptual roles of the terms. But I don"t think
that the analogy of controversial judgements about reasonableness 1o controversial judgements
about pain does much to raise the plausibility of evaluative naturalism. For one thing, lhcra“ 1\ A
physical property centrally involved in causing our pain judgements, and it seers 4 fairly
straightforward factual question what this is. There seems to be no such straightforward factual
guestion in the case of reasonableness.

5 Of course. the relativist can admit that the parties disagree in attitude. but in the context ot

naturalism (or any sort of fully factualist view of reasonableness) this seems ad hoc: the natural
notion of disagreement for a naturalist (or any sort of factualisty is factual disagreement. and on
this notion the parties do not disagree.

r
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A third approach (‘non-naturalism’) is to regard reasonableness as a primitive
property of rules or methods, not explainable in terms of anything non-normative
(hence presumably undetectable by ordinary perceptual processes). But what
reason would there be to suppose that any rules or methods have this strange
property? And even if we assume that some have it, what reason would there be
to suppose that the rules or methods we employ have it? If reasonableness consists
in the possession of such a curious property, shouldn’t we believe that our rules
and methods (and any alternative rules and methods) are unreasonable?

[t seems to me that we need another option. The options above had one thing
in common: they assumed that reasonableness was a straightforwardly factual
property. My proposal is that it is an evaluative property, in a way incompatible
with its being straightforwardly factual.'® We do. [ think, evaluate rules and meth-
ods in part on the basis of our judgements as to whether using them will be good
at leading to true beliefs and avoiding error. We also favour our own method over
other quite dissimilar ones. These two strands in our evaluation procedure are
inseparable: for (I will argue) we inevirably believe that our own methods will be
better than the dissimilar methods at leading to truths and avoiding errors. One
shouldn’t ask whether it is the conduciveness to truth or the similarity to our
methods in which the reasonableness consists, for rea@onableness doesn’t consist
in anything: it is not a factual property.

The approach I'm recommending (‘evaluativism’) shares with non-naturalism
the conviction that it is quite misguided to try to reduce epistemological proper-
ties like reasonableness to other terms. But it is very different from non-natural-
ism when it comes to the question of scepticism. A sensible evaluativist will think
that there are no non-natural properties, or anyway none that is ever instantiated:
so that if scepticism were defined as the failure to believe that any rules and meth-
ods have such a non-natural property. then the sensible evaluativist is a *sceptic’.
But the evaluativist should say that this is a totally perverse definition of scepti-
cism. On a more reasonable definition, a sceptic is someone who positively eval-
uates abstention from all belief; scepticism in that sense is idiotic, and surely
doesn’t follow from the non-instantiation of mysterious properties.

The meta-epistemological views just sketched are important to the interpreta-
tion of default reasonableness. and of weak apriority more generally. One kind of

1% The conception of evaluative properties as “not fully tactual” has been spelled out in differ-
ent ways. My favourites are Gibbard (1990) and Field (1994). One feature of these views is that
they employ a general notion of disagreement that incorporates disagreement in both attitudes
and values. When straightforwardly factual matters are at issue. disagreement reduces to factual
disagreement. In typical normative disagreement. it is a combination of facts and values that are
in dispute. In certain cases of fundamental normative disagrecment, no facts are relevant to the
disagreement. only values. In this case. the disagreement is of attitudes. But note that this invo-
cation of disagreement in attitudes is very different trom the factualist's (. 15): on a factualist
view it is factual disagreement that should be primarily important. so invoking disagreement in
attitude seems ad hoc: whereas on Gibbard's or my evaluativism, there is only one notion of
disagreement, and disagreement in attitude is simply a special case of it.



128 Hartry Field

question about these characteristics is: in virtue of what does a given proposition

or mghod have them? In virtue of what s it reasonable to use modus ponens on
no tevndence‘?” The difficulty of providing an answer to this question is one of the
main reasons that apriority has seemed mysterious. The meta-epistemology ['ve
suggested requires that this question be recast: the proper question is, wh; value
a methodology that allows the use of modus ponens on no evidence? Well, one
needs some methodology. so the question can only be why favour this methodol-
ogy over alternatives, and the answer will depend on what alternative method-
ologies are possible. The alternatives to a methodology that allows use of modus
ponens on no evidence divide between those that license its use on certain empir-
1§al evifience (maybe on the evidence that snow is white?) and those that don't
license its use at all (but license no deductive inference at all. or license only some
particulur weak logic that doesn’t include it). The question then reduces to show-
ing what is wrong with particular methodologies of each type. I don’t want to get
into a substantive discussion of what is wrong with particular methodologies of
cach of these types; my point is only that that is what is involved in defending the
wegk apriority of modus ponens. once one adopts the evaluativist perspective.
ThlS seems t‘o me a substantially different perspective on a priority than one gets
trom more fully “factualist’ meta-epistemologies, and this different perspective
does a great deal to remove the mystery from weak apriority.

It. 1:§n’tjust issues about weak apriority that evaluativism recasts: issues about
empmcal indefeasibility are recast as well. For an evaluativist. defending the
empirical indefeasibility of modus ponens is a matter of arguing that a methodol-
ogy that takes it as empirically indefeasible is preferable to methodologies that
ull.ow it to be empirically defeated by particular kinds of evidence. If an anti-apri-
orist charges that it would be dogmatic for a system of rules to license the use of
modus ponens on any evidence whatever, the response should be “This is better
than their licensing its revision on inappropriate evidence (say. the discovery of a
new k?nd of virus): give me a plausible example of possible evidence that would
n'wk‘e 1tappropriate to abandon modus ponens' And if the possible evidence you
cite isn’t obviously appropriate for this purpose. then give me at least a sketch of
a Fheory of evidence on which the evidence is appropriate!” Without even a sketch
of an answer, it is hard to see why we should take empiricism about modus
ponens seriously. I don’t say that we ought to rule out the possibility that some-
one could come up with an example of possible evidence that would seem to
make it appropriate to give up modus ponens (were the evidence actual), and of
a possible theory of evidence that explained why this was evidence against the
adequacy of modus ponens. But ruling out that possibility is something no a

.]7 If default reasonableness rather than weuk a priority is in question. I should say "on no
evidence or argument”. But presumably we attach liule importance to the difference between a
Illcth()q(»l<>g)‘ that tukes modus ponens (o be default reasonable and one that takes it to he weakly
uh[l)rmn because derivable trom disjunctive syllogism which is in turn taken as default reason-
able.
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priorist should try to do: however apriorist we are about logic, we ought to be
fallibilist enough to recognize the possibility that new conceptual developments
will undermine our apriorism.'®

Incidentally, the failure to distinguish apriorism from infallibism about aprior-
ism seems to underlie the widespread belief that Quine has provided an alterna-
tive to apriorism about logic. Quine’s view is that one should evaluate alternative
logics in combination with theories of the rest of the world: given a theory of
everything, including a logic, one uses the logic in the theory to generate the
theory's consequences. Then we choose a theory, including a logic, on such
grounds as overall simplicity and conservativeness and agreement with observa-
tions. But this description of the methodology is so vague that it is not in the least
clear that it dictates that modus ponens or any other part of logic should be revis-
able on empirical evidence. Whether it so dictates depends on the standards of
simplicity and conservativeness of overall theories: it depends on whether the
decrease of simplicity and conservativeness that results from modifying the logic
could be compensated by incerased simplicity and conservativeness in other parts
of the theory (holding the observational predictions fixed). It is conveivable that
the standards of simplicity we use. or attractive alternative standards, will be such
as to say that there are possible observations that would lead to favouring a theory
that includes an alternative to our logic over ours. That is enough to undermine
infallibilism about apriority. but to undermine a priority one must show that there
actually are attractive standards of simplicity under which possible observations
would lead to an aiternative logic, and Quine has given no clue as to what those
standards of simplicity might be. (Indeed there is reason for scepticism about the
existence of standards that would let possible observations undermine modus
ponens. For one is likely to need modus ponens in the background logic in which
one reasons about what follows from each theory-plus-logic and how well it
accords with observations; and it 1s hard to imagine that a person using this back-
ground logic could rationally come to favour a theory-plus-logic in which the
logic conflicted with the background logic.)

I don’t pretend that this discussion settles the case for a priorism about logic:
it is intended only to illustrate how evaluativism supplies a perspective for
answering the question that does not turn on rational insight into the nature of
non-natural epistemological properties.'”

' More on this and some of the other claims in this paragraph and the next is to be found in
Sections 2 and 4 of Field (1998b).

19 One of the important issues not addressed is whether Benacerraf™s (1973) puzzle about
how a priori mathematical knowledge is possible extends to other alleged cases of a priori
knowledge. [ think Benacerraf's argument does work against many claims to apriority. (Includ-
ing claims of a priori access to mathematical entities as these are conceived by most Platonisis.
For a discussion of which Platonist views might survive the argument. see Field (1998«¢).) For
instance, the reasons for negatively evaluating a system of rules that would allow us to adhere
whatever the evidence 1o a particular physical theory that we hold true have 10 do with the fact
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4. AN EPISTEMOLOGICAL PUZZLE

[ turn next to the question of whether our inductive and perceptual methodologies
are best viewed as empirically indefeasible: this will lead into further discussion
of reliabilism and evaluativism. A good way into these issues is by way of an epis-
temological puzzle.? It comes in two parts.

Part One starts with the idea that we want our empirical methods to be reliable:
to lead to a fairly high proportion of true beliefs. In particular, we want them to be
reliable in present and future applications. But we can empirically investigate
whether they have been reliable in past applications: and it is surely possible that
we will discover that one of our empirical methods hasn’t been reliable. and that
some alternative to it has been. Alternatively. we might discover that our method
has been fairly reliable, but that some alternative method has done much better. If
we did discover one of these things. then since we take the past to be the best guide
to the future we should conclude that our method will continue to be less reliable
than the alternative. But surely if we think that one of our own empirical methods
will be less reliable than an alternative. then we ought to switch from our method
to the other. All of this would seem to apply not only to our ‘non-basic methods’—
our rules of thumb (like ‘Believe what the NY Times says’) that are evaluated using
more basic methods (like induction): it would seem to apply to our most basic
inductive method itself. That is, it would seem that we want our most basic induc-
tive method to be reliable, and can investigate empirically whether it has been. and
we will stop using it if we find that it has not. But in this case. the investigation of
the most basic method can’t be by another method. for by hypothesis none is more
basic. Rather. the investigation of our most basic method uses that very method. So
in the case where we empirically discover that method unreliable, the decision not
to use the method would be based on that very method.”!

that doing so would clearly make our belief causally and counterfuctually independent of the
facts: and such independence from the facts would defeat the epistemological value of the
considerations on which the belief was based. (I think that is what 2 Benacerrafian argument
against apriority about physics would amount to.) It might seem that this would apply equally
well to apriority about logic. The idea would be that a priori belief in logic makes logical beliefs
similarly independent of the facts. and that this is equally bad. But [ think that in the logical case
one simply can’t make sense of the question of whether logical beliefs depend on the logical
facts: so we can’t make sense of the claim that 1s supposed to defeat the evidential value of the
considerations on which the belief was based. and so the logical beliefs remain undefeated. For
more details, see Field (1996: sect. V) or Field (199854 sect. 5).

U The puzzle is implicit in many epistemological writings: probably its most explicit presen-
tation is as the argument against ‘norm externalism’ in Pollock (1987) (though it is close to
explicit in Putnam (1963) and Lewis (1971).) My resolution is not too far from Pollock’s.
though Pollock’s view is closer to what I've called the egocentric approach than to the evalua-
tivism I recommend.

210t has been suggested to me in conversation that our basic method is the meta-method
‘employ whatever first-order method is most reliable’: and that this meta-method couldn't tail
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Part Two of the puzzle says that the cc:lnclusié)r:‘oft:incize ;: il(;lec[(lncl:?e;efnit[,glgav:f]
can our method, in combination with evidence E (in is case, ‘ ‘.nabl
iability). tell us not to follow that very method?'Qur methoévpresg. : y
:E;e;;‘;b:ellz)us something about wlhz(ljt is ll;%itima\;eh te(;\ biflieotn:i?ng;fuia 1(; gl)ez%lt’}r;l:lz
to believe when our evidence inclu es say. | consis h o “ke. oo
instructions might be empty: they might z.lllow us t(? ‘behe\f wmz;rom O[hér ey
might tell us to stop believing. Qr_they might .tell us an)(/&(;: ?hu e Wh.at ther 1Y ijo
But whatever they tell us it’s legmmate‘ to believe on E‘ . ;11 . e
if we are to follow the method. Now if the method tells me t a.t It i .Ih ;
i . tell me not to always do what the method Fell.s me to do‘. ino e
I\jv]ztr}:i(zdlt l:n?f;stlell me to do something different. on ‘some e.v1flen?§ E&E. KS:::(V,}::I
it tells me to do on E&F. In other words it mu..s‘t'oﬂer me mconm?tlel:m ins e he
It would seem that only an inconsistent empirical melhoq can d own itse Lo
undermined by empirical evidence of its own past unn?h'ablluy. éo su.;;p‘(()isin !
good empirical methods must allow themselves to pe emr.)lvrlcally }L]l-n‘her,m)]; ,lbwrd
way is then to suppose that good methods must be mconmflem,.\y‘ ich seem: Lr Basié
To summarize: Part Two is an argument that we can't possxbl}y.t.r?at ‘mt,umém
empirical methods as empirically defeasible. wherc?u's Part Onc ‘1‘len' :li: men
that we must do so: where 10 take a method ay empmcal.ly d§fedsl Y‘e 1.‘l som;;
standards on which empirical evidence could count against it. Obviously s
ing is g but what? N
th'rf:l:‘;werr(tzltfal?; plausible diagnosis is tha.t ‘the key erro.r was the Pre:‘upposu(l:;
that there is such a thing as ‘our basic empirical mf:th()d . that is.in t ftchsuy;;])et,h_
tion that we employ a method that can't be ur.lde.rmlncd by any .ot our 0 )erm "
ods. One might argue that this supposition is incorrect, thau n td(_IhWL. el ‘gmi
many different methods. each of which can be assessed .u:smg‘}hev.k())]t)fi::‘s‘m o
myself that the assumption of a basic inductive met'h()d 15 detpnv e dp n([))w y
anderstood. but I will save that issue for an 'appendlx. Wt}ut 1 war;t tothi) uulé
argue'that the issue of whether there is a bas1c. method 1sn't ceptr; IOO c‘p 7le.
because there is a more strai ghtforward error in the argun.lerjt fn Ltl‘rl’ lkl-k;, ot
[n investigating this, it helps to be a bit more concrete: lf?tit‘?c'ldd() \tt‘-l l?gle out
‘our basic empirical method’ let’s instead [L.llk about a specmc) 1nhg\ch|Ye[hink. o
simplicity I'll pick an extremely simplc-ml.ndcd rylc. but one Wl ‘1; e
have crucial features in common with any inductive rule tr.mt m‘vC ‘t p‘lle Agtm{ion
regarded as part of our basic inductive method. The rule I'1l pick for illustre

is the following:

i an e ‘able method. To make it

to he reliable. But in fact the proposed meta-method is not an melol\ahl} muhl( d ! lh(,‘d on
‘ | 3 1 ke o s whnteve _order me 3
into one. we would need to recastitas something like “eiploy whldlu;‘.r Ilr\:*( rl( methoc sl
A i ’ : atever first-order method your first-orde
v : eliuble”. or “empioy whatever first-ord 3

believe to be most reliable’. or et A " e o Sout
tell vou to believe most reliable”: and these can certainly tail to be relic °: o )
' ctors other than the available evidence—for istance.

22 F e ay take 1 account :
22 Our method may take into ac bl e, ach e

it may take account ot which theories have been ‘lhnught ol—
tonal factors won'tmatter o the argument that tollows.
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(R) If in the past you have observed n ravens, and m of them have been
black, you should believe to degree (m+j)/(n+k) of any raven not yet
observed that it is black,

where j and k ar® fixed real numbers. O<j<k.23 The idea of the rule is that jk is
your initial degree of belief that a raven will be black; as observations of raven
colour accumulate, that initial degree of belief gradually becomes swamped by
the observed frequency. (This happens slowly if k is large, quickly if k is small.)
This is of course a thoroughly implausible rule: among other defects, (i) it takes
no account of any evidence other than observations of raven colour; (ii) it takes
no account of any regularities in the ordering ot black and non-black among the
ravens observed: and (iii) it takes no account of how the ravens were selected for
observation. When [ say that the rule is implausible, part of what I mean is that
our own basic inductive rule does not have these limitations. But let’s pretend that
we do employ this rule, and let’s ask how if at all empirical evidence (e.g. of the
past unreliability of the rule) could lead us to rationally revise it.

Since the rule is one for degrees of belief rather than for all-or-nothing belief.
talk of reliability or unreliability may not be strictly appropriate; but clearly the
analog of a discovery of past unreliability in the rule is the discovery that the
actual proportion of blackness among ravens observed in the past has been
substantially different from j/k. The argument of Part One suggests that were we
to discover this, then those observations would provide evidence against the rule.
But this is mistaken. There is of course no doubt that if j/k is small. then the
observation of many ravens with a high proportion of blackness among them
should lead us to revise the probability of blackness for an unobserved raven
upwards (barring special additional information anyway). But this doesn’t mean
that we should modify the rule: our observation of a high proportion of blackness
among ravens is something that the rule takes into account. Suppose our initial
bias was j = 1. k = 10, so that the degree of belief assigned to a given raven being
black was only 0.1. And suppose we observe 20 ravens. of which 19 are black.
Then the rule tells us to believe to degree 0.667 (20/30) of an unobserved raven
that it ts black. The rule has in a sense told us to modify our biases. In another
sense, though. the biases go unchanged: the initial bias, represented by the pair
<j.k> from which we started, 1s still there producing the new degree of belief. Of
course. the initial bias produces that new degree of belief only with the accumu-
lated evidence, and the effect of using the initial bias with the accumudated
evidence is in a sense equivalent to altering the bias: it is equivalent to altering
the initial bias to j = 21 and k = 25, and then dropping the observation of the first
20 ravens from our evidence. (It would be double counting to let it alter the bias

2} The rule is to be generalized to apply to other pairs of predicates besides ‘raven” and
“hlack™, though as the “grue’ paradox makes vivid, using the rule for some pairs requires not
using it for certain others. The rule given is in effect an instance of Carnap’s A-continuum (at
least when k/j is an integer 22 it results from taking A=k and the number of Kinds as k/j.
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and then in addition let it count as evidence with the new bias.) In a sense thgn
our rule is ‘self-correcting’: with accumulating evidence the old rule behaves .hkcf
an altered rule would without the added evidence. Because itis jfelf—corr.ecgn.g
in this way, there is no need for it to be revised when evidence of its unreliability
in previous applications is accumulated. ' ‘

Of course there are ways that a rule like (R) might be inductively ‘chullepged.
(R) was supposed to be a rule for ravens; and if we had a gr.eut c.ieal of experience
with other birds showing that a high degree of concentration in colour tends. to
prevail within each species. that would give us grounds for loweripg the correction
factor (lowering the j and the k while keeping their ratio constant) in the raven ru]?.
But that simply shows that the original rule isn't a serious candidate for a basic
inductive rule. Any serious candidate for a basic inductive rule will allow ‘crf)ss-
inductions’: it will allow for evidence about other birds to affect our conclusions
about ravens.>* Were we not to employ a rule that allows cross-inductions, we
wouldn't regard the evidence about other species as relevant to ravens. and so'would
not see such evidence as providing any reason to lower the correction factor in (R).

So the point is that we use a more complicated inductive rule than (R) (one that
‘self-corrects’ to a greater extent than R does): using the more complicated rule.
we can inductively conclude that our future practice should not accord with the
more simple-minded rule. But if we had used the more simple—mind?d rule in
doing the assessment. we wouldn’t be able to conclude that our prz.lc“tlce should
no longer accord with that simple-minded rule: similarly. I suggest, if we tried tf)
assess the more complicated rule using the more complicated rule, we couldq t
ever recognize anything as evidence for the conclusion that we shouldn’t use l.t'
We could recognize evidence that our rule hadn’t worked well in the past, but thl.s
would simply be evidence to be fed into the rule that would affect its future appli-
cations: we would not regard it as evidence undermining the rule. (Some appar-
ent objections to this are discussed in the appendix.) . 4

What I have said suggests that if indeed some inductive rule is basic for us. in
the sense that we never assess it using any rules other than itself. then it must be
one that we treat as empirically indefeasible (hence as fully a priori. given that it
will surely have default status). So in the puzzle, the error in reasoning must have
come in Part One. Moreover. it is now clear just where in Part One the error was:
the error was in supposing that because the rule had been unreliable in the past it
was likely to be unreliable in the future. What the discussion shows is that there
is no reason to extrapolate from the past in this way: for the future employment
of the rule takes account of the wnreliabilite of the past employments. in a way

that makes the future applications qualitatively different from the past emplny-
ments. That's so in the case of rule (R). and it will also be so in the case of any

24 Kemeny and Carnap investigated how to expand Carnap’s A-continuum to l?clude a (ne\;‘
parameter that allows for such cross-inductions: see Kcmcny ( IL)§3: './32}) .und Carnap (_l 063:
977). The resulting formulation of an inductive method is still quite simplistic. but a step in the
right direction.
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sufticiently general inductive rule that anyone would be tempted to employ. So to
resolve the puzzle there is no need to deny the existence of basic rules, we must
merely recognize that any plausible candidate for a person’s basic rule will have
the same “self-correcting” character as (R).2

I have been discussing whether we could empirically overturn a most basic
inductive rule. and concluded that we could not. If so, this also calls into question
the idea that we cquld ever rationally accept anything as empirically supporting
these rules: for it is hard to see how there could be possible observations that
support the rules without possible alternative observations that undermine them.
The idea that our most basic inductive rules could get inductive support has been
much discussed in the context of the justification of induction. It has often been
dismissed on the ground that an inductive justification of induction is circular,
though as noted earlier a number of authors have argued that the sort of circular-
ity involved here (rule-circularity) is not vicious. | agree with these authors that
the kinds of arguments that are offered as rule-circular justifications are of inter-
est; but their worth as justifications turns on the idea that they remove a prima-
facie risk, a risk that reasoning with the rule will lead to the rule’s invalidation. In
the case of inductive justifications of induction. what they turn on is the idea that
the basic inductive rule might be inductively undermined: and that, I am suggest-
ing. is impossible. It is that. not rule-circularity in itself. that is the real reason
why the inductive justification of induction is an illusion. (Something similar
holds of deductive justifications of deduction. I believe.)

Before drawing further morals, it will be helpful to consider another illustra-
tion. this time involving a perceptual rule. It is natural to suppose that rules of
perception can be empirically overturned. Suppose we are initially disposed to
regard things that look a certain way ‘red’. (I'll pretend here that how things look
to us is independent of our tendencies to judge their colour: it won't affect the
point.) We then discover that in certain lighting. things that look that way often
aren’t red: and using this information. we revise our practice of making colour
judgements. So it looks like our initial “rule of perceptual judgement’

(P) Believe things red if they look red

has been overturned. But that. | submit, is misleading: the right thing to say rather
1s that our initial practice was sensitive to inductive considerations that weren't
built into (P). so that (P) isn’t the most basic rule we were following (even before
the information about the lighting). After all. it it had been the most basic rule we
were following. it is hard to see how the information about the lighting could have
influenced us.

= Less inductively sophisticated creatures doubtless employ simpler inductive methods that
are not “self-correcting” in this way. Such creatures could either never have evidence Tor the past
unreliability of their methods, or could never think to extrapolate it or would continue reason-
ing as before despite the belief that their methods would be unreliable. But they aren’tus.
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One way to think about what's going on in this case concedes that we do
employ (P), but only as a default rule. The more basic rulg isa meta-rule that. says:
use (P) unless it is inductively shown unreliable in certain circumstances. if that
happens, stop using it in those circumstances. The meta-rul§ allows (P). to be
inductively overturned, but it’s hard to see how th.e metg-rule‘ 1ts§1f can be mdu.c‘-
tively overturned: we treat the meta-rule as empirically indefeasible (indeed. as a
priori). . '

We don’t really need the ‘default rule’—‘meta-rule’ contrast, we can build
everything into the ground level rule, by taking that rule not to be (P) but rather

something more like

(P*) Believe a thing red if it looks red. unless there are Fncumstances C
that you believe you're in such that you have inductive evidence that
looking red is misleading in those circumstances

or

(P#*) The extent to which you should believe a thing red should be such
and such a function of (i) how it looks to you: (ii) your evidence
about the perceptual circumstances: (iil) your background evidence
about how the way that things look depends on the perceptual
circumstances: and (iv) your background evidence about what
colour it actually is.

Here the point is that inductive evidence that the rule has failed ‘in the past feeFis
into the rule. in a way that alters the results of applying the rule in the tutu.rf:: for
instance. in (P**) the evidence does this by affecting our beliefs of type (ii1). on
which the degree of belief that the thing is red depends. We have the same situa-
tion as with ;he inductive rule (R): the relevance of evidence of the past unrelia-
bility of the rule isn’t to undermine the rule: rather. the evidence is sqn}ething that
the rule will itself take account of. and that will substantially modify the ﬁmu'e
applications of the rule (in a way that might be expected to make those _ﬁl!lll‘e
applications more reliable than the past ones). Of course, not every concelvable
rule will “self-correct” (in this sense) on the basis of evidence of its past unrelia-
bility: but those rules that we in fact take seriously do.” Such g.cne'rul rules are
never really put to risk in inductive assessment; all that is put to risk is the pa.rtlc—
ular manner in which they ve been employed. And again. that means that the idea

26§ even if we had been unlucky enough, or evolutionary maladapted g‘pough. to employ
rules which gave initial weight to our purported telepathic experiences in il(ldlli!(m to our percep-
tual experiences. then as long as those rules were analogous to (P) or (P*#) rather Ehun the
cruder (P). we would have long since discounted telepathy. (This is in response to Goldman
(1980: 42); although Goldman's formulation. and the surmundilng discussion, seems to dcpcr.].d
on (i) his temporarily assuming that we choose our basic inductive unq pcrccpu.lzll rules, and (i)
his assuming that what we are after is finding the wniquely correct epistemological rules. Twant
no part of either assumption. )



136 Hartry Field

of inductive justification of the rules, which requires the rules themselves to be
put to risk but to survive the challenge, doesn’t get off the ground.

The bearing of all this on the apriority (or empirical indefeasibility) of induc-
tive and perceptual rules is not entirely direct. For one thing, the discussion has
been premissed on the supposition that some inductive rule is basic for us.
Whether that is so is a matter 1 discuss in the appendix: I argue that the question
has a quasi-terminological component, but that there are considerations that
favour a positive answer. But even given a positive answer to this, what 1 have
argued hasn’t been that our most basic rules are a priori or empirically indefeasi-
ble: it has been that we treat them as empirically indeteasible and indeed a priori.
we don't regard anything as evidence against them. For a non-evaluativist, this
distinction is crucial. For*instance. a non-naturalist will say that the non-natural
evidence relation may well hold between some evidence and an alternative to one
of our basic rules, even though we could never be persuaded to adopt such an
alternative on the basis of that evidence by principles of evidence we accept: and
a reliabilist will say something analogous. From an evaluativist perspective.
though, the distinction is rather academic: the only question is whether we should
accept any possible evidence as undermining our rule, and since the rule itself is
employed in making the evaluation of what we should do, there is no chance of a
positive answer. More on this perspective in the next section.

The examples of (R) and (P*) or (P**) have an importance beyond their bear-
ing on the empirical indefeasibility of our empirtcal methodology: they also
create a problem of interpretation for many versions of naturalistic reductionism.
According to naturalistic reductionism. the reasonableness of an epistemological
rule consists in its having a certain combination of truth-oriented properties. and
most advocates of naturalistic reductionism place ‘reliability” high on the list of
the properties that a reasonable rule must have. But as applied to “self-correcting’
rules like (R) and (P#) or (P##), it is not entirely clear what “reliability” comes to
(even if the reliability of a rule is assessed relative to the specific circumstances

of application within a possible world. rather than assessed in the possible world
as a whole).”’

=7 Goldman (1988) offers a substantial reason for nor relativizing to circumstances within a
possible world in assessing reliability: if one is allowed to do so. what is to keep one from so
narrowing the circumstances that they apply only to one instance? (That would mean that when-
ever the rule yields a truth. however accidentally. it would come out reliable. and so following
it on that occasion would count as reasonable according to reliabilist lights.) Perhaps there are
ways to block carving the circumstances so finely. but it isn't in the least clear how to do so
without gross ad-hocness: and so Goldman adopts for not allowing any relativization to circum-
stances within a world. (Indeed. he argues that even constderation of reliability within a possi-
ble world as a whole is too narrow: one must consider reliability with respect to a class of
similar worlds. The motivation for doing this 1s so that a rule that “happens” to yield truths about
a particular world independent of evidence won't count as reliable. At this point one might raise
the question of how to carve out the relevant ¢lass of worlds without gross ad-hoceness, but T will
not press the matter.)
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We can see this in the case of (R) by imagining that there was a fairly strong
initial bias (moderately large k), and the initial degree of belief j/k dift.'ere.d drgs-
tically from the actual frequency of blackness among ravens: perhaps J/].( is quite
small whereas the proportion of blackness among ravens is very hlgh. ‘(.For
simplicity I will confine my attention to the case where that proportion is fairly
stable from one epoch to another and one region to another.) And suppose that (R)
is applied long enough for the initial bias to become largely swamped by the
observations. On the question of whether the use of the rule counts as reliable,
there seem to be three options:

(i) We can say that the rule was not reliable in its e{lrly uses (prior to the
swamping), but became so later (after the swamping); after all, the‘ degrees. of
belief produced by late uses of the rule closely reflected the uc.tuul tregucncnes.
but degrees of belief produced by early uses were wildly at variance w‘lth.a.ctual
frequencies. (Of course the swamping is gradual, so the shift from unreliability to
reliability is gradual.) ‘

(ii) We can say that the rule was not reliable in early or late uses: the fact that
it initially produces degrees of belief wildly at odds with frequencies shows that
it simply isn't a reliable rule. but merely gives results in its luterv uses th'at %‘lo.scly
match the results given by reliable rules (those with a more optimal ratio J/k.). .

(iii) We could say that it was reliable in both: that the apparent unreliability in
early uses results from taking too short-term a perspective.

Which option should a reliabilist adopt? Given reliabilism, (ii) would make
reasonableness hard to come by: a faulty bias would doom us to unreasonableness
forever (barring a shift in inductive policy that is not evidence-driven). | lhi.nk lhz}t
(i) accords best with the normal use of ‘reliable’. However. given reliabilism, (1)
requires that the use of the rule was unreasonable at first but became reasgnab'le. as
the rule was used more and more: this strikes me as somewhat counter-intuitive.
andt is contrary to the doctrines of at least one prominent re]iabilis.t: see .r?ote 27.
Some reliabilists might then prefer the long-run perspective implicit in (111): even
early uses of the rule count as reliable. because the rule would yield good results
if applied in the long run. If "long run’ here means really long run, this wquld be
even more counter-intuitive than (i); “dogmatic’ versions of (R) with exceptionally
large k that would take millions of observations to significantly swamp v.vguld
count as reliable and hence reasonable. It would also blunt the force of rellabxllsnll.
in that very few rules would be declared unreliable. But a re!iubilist could avoid
this by adopting (iii) for the case under discussion. where K 1s modt?rute]y large,
and adopting view (i) or (i1) in the case of exceptionally large k where 1.t would t?ke
a very long time for swamping to 0CCur: in effect this 1s to use an mtgmedmtc
length of reliability as a criterion of reasonableness for the early uses of the rule.
Thfs combination gives the most intuitively appealing results about reasongblg—
ness. But it is not clear that this is in keeping with the spirit of reliabilism: for 1t
is now a priori (relative anyway to the assumption of stability in proportions) that
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all versions of (R) where k is not too large are reliable from the start, whatever
the value of j (greater than O and less than k); the idea that the facts about the
actual world determine an inductive method uniquely or close to uniquely (see
Goldman 1980) is completely abandoned.

Something similar holds for perceptual rules like (P*) or (P**). Imagine a
world where deceptive appearances are common enough so that in the initial
stages of use the rule leads to error a quite substantial per cent of the time, but
not so common as to prevent the rule from ultimately “self-correcting’ if appro-
priate observations are made. We can again ask whether uses of the rule are
‘reliable’ and hence reasonable before such a “self-correction’ and whether
they are reliable and hence reasonable afterwards. (Actually there are two
important differences between this case and the induction case: first, it is likely
to take much longer for the rule to self-correct; second, the self-correction 1s
not automatic, tn that whether a self-correction is ever made ts likely to depend
on accidents of which observations are made and which theories are thought
of. I think that both of these tactors diminish the chance that a reasonable long-
term perspective on reliability could rufe the early uses of the rule ‘reason-
able’.) In this case too it is unclear what a reliabilist can say that keeps the

spirit of reliabilism without making reasonableness implausibly hard to come
by.

5. MORE ON EPISTEMOLOGICAIL EVALUATIVISM

I propose an alternative to reliabilism. more in line with "non-factualist” views
about normative discourse. The alternative is that reasonableness doesn’t consist
in reliability or anything else: it’s not & “factual property . In calling a rule reason-
able we are evaluating it, and all that makes sense to ask about is what we value.
So the relevance of the reliability of a rule to its reasonableness is simply that we
place a high value on our inductive and perceptual rules leading to truth in the
circumstances in which we apply them; more or less equivalently, we place a high
value on a given rule 1o the extent that we believe it will be reliable in the circum-
stances in which we apply it. We saw earlier that one will inevitably believe our
most basic rules to be reliable in the circumstances in which we intend to apply
them.>® If so, we will inevitably place a high value on our own inductive and
perceptual rules.

Is this an ‘externalist’ view or an ‘internalist” view? The answer is that that
distinction as normally drawn (for instance in Goldman (1980)) rests on a false
presupposition. The presupposition is that epistemological properties like reason-
ableness are factual. If they are factual. it makes sense to ask whether the factual

=5 More accurately. our rules license us o so believe,
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property involved includes ‘external’ elementis‘.29 On an evalulz.nxv1stth::e(\;¢(,x;:n\’i
hard to draw a distinction between. exterrlxahsm‘ and mtftrt}a. 1sn;yt o OfAthe
collapse. Any sensible evaluativist view v.v11| be eyfternallst l'mb'tli: e e
things we value in our rules is {some restricted version oﬂ’re iabi 3/ 0\,;,“ r.meg:
view will also be ‘internalist’ in that we also plac; a high valqe 0.1;.0 T o m]ég
indeed, those are the rules we will use in de.:termmmg the rﬂeha?n 1t‘y 0 ld svym m.e
we are evaluating. Which is primary. the high yaluatlon of our ow ”hT eﬁe\.tion
high valuation of reliable rules? It is har.d to give clear con{te(rjlt to to;nqm‘,e\. u;
since (by the previous section) we inevnt.ably nght IQ regclr (')url . e
likely to be reliable in the circumstancgs in which we x.n.tenc to apihy et t.)e .
A view like this raises the spectre of extreme relativism. F(?r mig ‘tr? 1.) e
case that different people have different basic stundurd§ of .e’vu(l;utlmr;‘. Wma:
aren’t 1 saying that there is no fact of the matter as to Whlch stan dl"( 0 fh‘r v
tion is correct? And doesn’t that mean that no staAndard is bettef ‘tha‘nvalnydto dg {H.u
that those who “justify” their belief in reincamatmp on tllle b‘d.\l.'\ of st‘mfar! sﬁo(;d
positively evaluate just those beliefs that .they thmlf will make (h?m if.l ;mre
about their cultural origing are NO Worse epistemologically than those ‘wn‘. d
‘scientific bias™? That of course would be a totally unacceptable comlusmn{.1 ¥
But nothing | have said implies that no standards are better thanrothe.r.\. lndee(()&w
some clearly are better: they lead both to moTe truth and to l_e.'% f,ah,et,“l’(:h:[ !
course. in saying that that makes them ‘better l am presuppo.s(l)ng{]n (to‘al ‘1;1()“.\
being rejected by the jmaginary “feel gooders’. but so whap A ‘ eva ;]:ikin;,
presuppose goals. and of course itis myhown goals that [ presupPose‘m ) ;Mf\
evaluations. (To paraphrase David Lewis: Better I should use someone €lse
0
goari;(;t) only must 1 presuppose my own goals iq s.‘aying Ihat my stail‘nda-rds age
better than gnher,\. [ must presuppose my own beliefs. This 18 most eafllly ;ee(? )}f
contrasting my own standards not to ‘feel good’ stzmdurds but to the stand fu ;,:\
those” wh(; are interested in the truth but have bizarre views abouF wha{t) L! ‘
achieves it (e.g. they accept counter-inductive methods. or helieve whutc‘w‘r‘ [1:
Reverend Moon tells them). It one were 1o apply the methods such pe()p‘?‘flfLe-lgl
one would be led to the conclusion that their lec}ln()(ls are better thdn sc};cnt; l)L.
methods. But again. so what? What makes scientific methods better 1sn At 1 dthl S\
sav that they will lead to more truth and less falsehood than these other methods.

sume 16 ) Wi 1y SC 1 > CQ s between €x al o d ntery 1 cloments is
: I assame for presc { purposes that the contrd st hetwee xtern and 1 d
ne cou ope to Make sense ¢ (9] derin onditien | tluations: we ask COY I¢
0 One cot I 1 o mak CT f 1t by N mg condt RN I )
¢ certa es o & 0, i cliable. or unre h\l,lkAI(I slance. W
o evalua o > 1 thie supp, sHron that they are 10 wstatl
o eva (¥ 1 les the ! - o .
cof side the ])U\\\blh‘\ ol aw orld where ou ¢ ods are unrelia le a d eine ds e {u :i
d i} cine h¢ ( < nethe s reasonabice that
b ey > rehiable 1 ask hether our met yd or th Zdrre o d >
1zarre dare relia le. anc ask wh X .
N 31 Cems 10T B nask Sy / n: the two strad ds moour eval-
when asket this [SIUN LON We dre .
WOTH 3 A h t '
uation proce dure come apk rt. a W what to say Is s Vo mattey of uninteresting ve val fegisla-

Ton.
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it is that thev do lead to more truth and less falsehood than these other methods.
In saying that they do this 1 am presupposing the methods I accept, but that should
g0 without saying: that's what accepting a method involves.

Of course, this is circular. (*‘Rule-circular’, anyway). Earlier | objected that in
using a methodology to evaluate itself, a positive evaluation isn't worth much as
a justification of the methodology unless there was a prima-facie risk that the
evaluation would have turned out negative: and that with our most basic rules
there is no such risk. But I conceded that rule-circular “justifications’ of our meth-
ods have another role: they serve to explain why we value our methods over
competing ones. [t is that point [ am stressing here. and it is enough for the point
at hand; for the point at hand was that it is not part of the evaluativist view in
question that all methods are equally good. ('m not now addressing the sceptical
issue: to what extent are we reasonable m thinking that our methods are better
than others. I'll address that soon.)

Returning to the “argument’ for extreme relativism. I think we should concede
that different people have slightly different basic epistemological standards: for
one thing, any serious attempt to formalize inductive methods always invokes a
number of variable parameters (‘caution parameters’ and the like), and there
seems no motivation whatever for supposing Lhat these are the same for all
people. I doubt that there are many people with radically different basic episte-
mological standards. though there may be some: in the case of the Moonies it is
hard to know what epistemological standards might have been used in producing
their beliefs. But the extent of variation is a sociological issue on which [ do not
want to rest my views: whatever the extent of the actual variation in basic episte-
mological standards. there might have been such variation—even radical varia-
tion. Given that there is possible variation in basic standards (whether moderate
or radical). should we suppose that some standards are correct and others incor-
rect’? 1 doubt that any clear sense could be given to the notion of “correctness’
here. It there were a justificatory fluid that squirts from evidence to conclusions.
we could say that correct standards were those that licensed beliefs in proportion
to the fluid they receive from available evidence: but absent that. it is hard (o see
what can make standards correct or incorrect. What we can say is that some stan-
dards are better than others in achieving certain goals: and to the extent that one
adopts those goals. one can simply say that some standards are better than others,
Even given the goals. talk of "correct’ standards is probably inappropriate: for if
it means “best” there may be no best (there could be incomparabilities or ties: and
for each there could be a better): and if it means “sufficiently good". then it blurs
relevant differences (two methods over the threshold would count as both correct
even if one were better than the other).?! We need a goual-relative notion of better

1 One way 1o see the importance of this is to suppose that standards improve over ime. and
that a certain beliet B counts as reasonable on the evidence E available at t using the quite good
standards S in use at . but counts as unreasonable on the same evidence using slightly better
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standards, not a notion of correct standards. The argument for extreme relativism
failed primarily in the slide from ‘there are no correct standards’ to ‘all standards
are equally good.’

The position I'm advocating does allow for a sort of moderate relativism. For
in evaluating systems of epistemological rules, we can recognize that certain
small modifications would produce results which have certain advantages (as
well as certain disadvantages) over the results ours produce. For instance. we
recognize that a system slightly more stringent in its requirements for belief is
more reliable but less powerful. So we recognize that a slight modification of our
goals—an increase in the relative value of reliability over power—would lead to
a preference for the other system, and we regard the alternative goals as well
within the bounds of acceptability. Consequently we make no very strong claims
for the preferability of our system over the alternative: the alternative is slightly
less good than ours given our precise goals. but slightly better on alternative goals
that are by no means beyond the pale. ‘Relativism’ in this weak sense seems to
me an eminently attractive position.

(Pollock (1987: sect. 4) tries to avoid even this weak form of relativism, by
proposing that each person’s concepts are so shaped by the system of epistemo-
logical rules that he or she employs that there can be no genuine conflict between
the beliets of people with different such systems: as a result. the systems them-
selves cannot be regarded as in conflict in any interesting sense. But this view is
wholly implausible. [ grant that there’s a sense in which someone with even
slightly different inductive rules inevitably has a slightly different concept of
raven than I have. but it is not a sense that licenses us to say that his belief "The
next raven will be black™ doesn’t conflict with my belief ‘The next raven will not
be black.” It seems hard to deny that there would be a conflict between these raven
beliefs. and if so. the systems of rules give genuinely conflicting instructions.)*

A complaint about evaluativism that has sometimes been made to me in
convefsation is that it places no constraints on what one’s epistemological goals
ought to be: nothing makes it wrong for a person not to care about achieving truth
and avoiding falsehood. but care only about adopting beliefs that will make him
feel good about his cuitural origins. But I'm not sure what sort of ought (or what
sort of wrongness) is supposed to be involved. If it’s a moral ought that's at issue.

standards S that only become available Jater (but which might in turn. for all we know, eventu-
ally be superceded). Any attempt to describe this situation in the language of “correct standards’
loses something important.

32 Pollock™s view is that it is our object level concepts like raven that are determined by our
system of rules. A slightly more plausible view is that our epistemological concepts like reason-
able are so determined: “reasonable” just means “reasonable according to our (the assessor’s)
rules’. But that view wouldn’t serve Pollock’s purposes: the advocates of alternative systems of
rules would still be in genuine contlict about ravens. and cach could raise sceptical worries
about whether it mightn't be better to shift from the system that is reasonable in their own sense
(viz. their own system) to the system that is reasonable in the other person’s sense (viz. the
other’s system).
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fine: I'm not opposing moral standards on which one ought to aim for the truth.
But I assume that what was intended was not a moral ought, but some sort of epis-
temological ought. And that gives rise to a perplexity: on the usual understanding
of “epistemological oughts’ they govern beliefs, not goals. and I have no idea
what the sort of epistemological ought that governs goals could amount to.

As for “constraints’ on epistemological goals, again 1 don’t think that the
intended sense of “constraint” is intelligible. If McRoss’s main goal in forming
beliefs is making himself feel good about his cultural origins, well, I don't
approve. and | might try to browbeat him out of it it | thought I could and thought
it worth the trouble. It [ thought that my teiling him he OUGHT not have such
goals would influence him. I'd tell him that. Is this saying there are “constraints’
on his goals? Nothing is constraining him unless he takes my social pressure as a
constraint. But if the question is whether there are constraints in some metaphys-
ical sense. [ don’t think the metaphysical sense is intelligible. We don’t need to
belteve in metaphysical constraints to believe that he's got lousy goals. (And if
calling the goals lousy is evaluative rather than factual. so what?)

Perhaps talk of ‘metaphysical constraints’ on goals is supposed to mean only
that McRoss’s goals shouldn™t count as “epistemological’. Qr alternatively, that
the so-called ‘beliefs” arrived at by a system motivated by the satistaction of such
goals shouldn’t count as genuine beliefs. | have "hothing against ‘metaphysical
constraints” in one of these senses, though they might better be called “semantic
constraints”: they are simply stipulations about the meaning of “epistemological
goal’ or belief’. and of course one may stipulate as one likes. Such stipulations
do nothing to constrain McRoss in any interesting way: if he has goals that don’t
satisty my constraints, why should he care whether 1 call his goals “epistemolog-
ical” or his mental states “beliefs’? Nor is it clear what other useful purpose such
stipulations might serve.

As 've said. | doubt that there are many people with such radically different
epistemological (or schmepistemological) goals for forming beliefs (or
schmeliefs). But their non-existence has nothing to do with “metaphysical
constraints”: as Richard Jeftrey once remarked. “The fact that 1t 1s legal 10 wear
chain mail on city buses has not filled them with clanking multitudes™ (Jeffrey
1983: 145).

Let’s now turn to a different complaint about evaluativism: this time not about
the lack of objectivity in the goals. but about the lack of objectivity in the beliefs
cven when the goals are fixed. One way to press the complaint is to make an
untavourable contrast between evaluativism in epistemology and evaluativism in
moral theory. In the moral case. an evaluativist might stress the possibility of vari-
ation in moral goals (e.g. with regard to the respective weights given to human
pleasure and animal pain). but agree that relative to a choice of moral goals some
moral codes are objectively better than others. and that we can make useful eval-
uations as to which ones are better given the goals. Such evaluations are in no way
circular: in evaluating how well a given moral code satisties certain goals. one
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may need to employ factual beliefs (for in§tance, apout the‘ extent of zlmm‘;z;l
suffering), but such factual beliefs can be amveq at wnthout‘use (;f a mc;ra.tC(:ha;
In the epistemological case, however, the ?valuatlor} has‘th.e‘ 'sonho c1rcxlnl :‘1n‘ ystem
has cropped up several times already in this paper: In assessing ow we gs::/ o
of inductive or perceptual rules satisfies goals such as'rehz‘iblhty,. one needs to u‘ 1
factual beliefs, which in turn are arrived at only using inductive or percep;ua
rules. And this circularity might be thought to somehow .undermme iva u;\—
tivism—either directly, or by leading to a sceptical conclusion that makes the
ivis vintless. A o
eva}rl;f?z;;glgiilty is undeniable: it might be called the funQamemal tagt ‘th e?‘f_
temological life. and was the basis for the puzzie in SECI\]OT?. 4. Bhut it ote)snt
directly undermine evaluativism, it leads only to.the condggpni al. our hdlmy(_
system of inductive rules (if indeed we have a basic sys?em? isin ‘6\)\(/)1;15. ;;grﬁze
ymmodest’: it positively evaluates itself over 1t§ compeutors (Levtqs' 1 : ¢ ).
Nor is scepticism the outcome: true, systems of rules that we dpn i aue}'nl l’ea. tO_
different evaluations than ours do. but why should that undermine the evaluations
i les that we do accept? ‘ ‘
pro;ll(:)ii:ciyet&eu: Li]n dealing with peopll)e who use different standards of evaluation
from ours, we typically don’t just insist on our stapdar@s: we have several tech;
niques of negotiation, the most important oit Wthh is to evalu.affe on néut[:ra
grounds. And to some extent we can do this with eplstemolog.lﬁal rule.s.. ‘(])r
instance. the respective users of two inductive rules A anfi B that dltt'er only int ‘e‘
value of a ‘caution parameter’ can agree that Rule A is more‘felllable but 1§ss
powerful than Rule B: as a result, each realizes Fhat a sr}lall shift in the Felatlve
value of reliability and power could lead to a preteren\ce tor the othér. ln‘ fact. thé
process of negotiating with people whose standards of evah\xatlon differ trorTl ours
sometimes leads to a shift in our own standards (though of course such a shlrtt lf
not evidence-driven). But though we sometimes negotiate or even shift standards
in this way. we don’t always: in dealing with a follower of the R(?VCI‘C[?d Moot:l;
we may find that too little is shared for a neutra! evaluation of dnythnpg ,tOThL)
possible. and we may have no interest in the evaluations that the M§()n1e gives. ! lL
fact that he gives them then provides no impetu:s‘ whatever to r(f,\'?%e our. ow‘n. eval-
uations. so the sceptical argument has no force from an evultlallylst per‘spec‘n\fcf.
Indeed. a main virtue of evaluativism is that it removes lhe.torce of most .sc;,]p-
tical arguments. Most sceptical arguments d;pend on assuming that regsf)nj( bT,
ness is a factual property of beliets or of rules, .and on the ug.derspm d‘f e
resistance to stripping away the nornlutiYe nz{ture ot reasongblene&y by 1dt::nt1 lyl_
ing it with a natural property like reliahillty. (for rules: or bemg arrived af ..ytre -
able rules. for beliefs). Given the assumption and the unfier.stan‘dable ruls‘t“l’nluls
to naturalistic reductionism, there is no alternative when faced \.Vnh t\jvo rad1c};1 y
different systems that positively evaluate themsel\{es beyond (1) (’jeclarmg.t ' ekl)nv
equally reasonable. (i) postulating some m)'stcrl(vtls 'non—nutum].prope‘lty) ( )4
which-\hey differ, and (iii) saying that one 18 better simply by being mine (o1




M nartry rield

more sxmi.lar to mine). The second position seems crazy, and raises epistemolog-
ical quesnons.ubout how we could ever have reason to believeAthlatlzl artic lb
Systexn .has this property; the third position seems to strip away the rf)orm Lll o
force of reasonableness much as naturalistic reductionism did (indeed it co ladll\:/)e
regarded as a version of naturalistic reductionism, but one that uses chauvgn' ‘t'Ef
natural pr(?perties): and this leaves only the sceptical alternative (»i) Notl ltbrl(Li
argument for scepticism, if one assumes that reasonableness is a fact : 1 pern

Evaluativism provides the way out. s propery

APPENDIX

Rules and Basic Rules

In the text [ have tried to remain neutral as to whether a person’s behaviour is
g()verneq by "basic rules’. but here | would like to argue that lheré is o hi .
to be said for supposing that this is so. i omenine
. Flrst a clarification: when [ speak of someone “following™ a rule, what I me:
is (1) that the person’s behaviour by and large accords wilhcthe rulé zm:i ther:di:
reason to expc‘a.ct that this would continue under a decent range of (;ther circum.—
st?mces; and (ii) that the person tends to positively assess behcaviour that accords
W‘llh t‘he ru‘le and to negatively assess behaviour that violates the rule. (In the cusS
o.t epistemic rules. the ‘behaviour’ 15 of course the formation reten£i011 orr ve
sion of bel.iefs.) This is fairly vague, and the vagueness mean; that there.is‘ Iilfell‘
to be considerable indeterminacy involved in ascribing epistemic or other ;ules I};
a person: to ascribe a rule to a person is to idealize his actual behaviour, and idéal(—
1zations needn’t be unique. (I will discuss the significance of this s'h(n;l ) Inar
case, when I speak of rule-following I don’t mean to suggest thz.n. the Z.rs'on ‘;]’Y
the rule "written into his head’. There may be rules ‘writt??x into the hefd' | but fd‘S
:1}2)0:6 ;0 }?el of use some part of the brain has to read them, and reading .them (:i
pa;ne‘)‘yrezrlélilng rules: obviously these ones needn’t be written in the head. on
‘ In pamcu]ar, when I imagined as a simple-minded illustration that we follow
m.du%'lwe rule (R) and that no evidence could lead us to change it. [ certainly
(.hdl‘] t mean to suggest that a person has something like my fo;mul;xtion 0; (R>
‘wntlen ‘mto his head’. never to be altered by evidence. Even if some sort ()I)‘
formulation of the rule is explicitly written into the head. it might bé very‘diffcr—

em' h‘on.l formulation (R). For instance, it might be that at a given time t what is
written 1s not (R) but instead - o

(R) If after t / > . ravens i
' you ha\.e observed s ravens, and r, of them have been black.
you should believe to degree (r+b)/(s+c,) of any raven not yet
observed that it is black.
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where b, and c, are parameters representing the current bias, which changes over
time. Following this sequence of rules is equivalent to following (R).33 (f q, is
the number of ravens observed by time t and p, is the number of them that have
been black, then b, and ¢ are j+p, and k+q, respectively; since r, and s, are just
m-p, and n—q, respectively, the equivalence is transparent.) "Following this
sequence of rules’ might better be described as following the meta-rule (R*)

Act in accordance with (R)), where the purameters b, and ¢, are obtuained
from earlier parameters by such and such updating process.

But a psychological model could allow (R*) to be followed without being writ-
ten into the head: the system is simply built to act in accordance with (R*), and
to make assessments in accordance with it also. Again, no unchanging rule-
formulation need be “written into the head’.

A second clarification: not only don't 1 mean to suggest that the rule-formula-
tions written into the head can’t change over time. I don’t mean to suggest that
the rules themselves can’t change as a result of observations: only that a person
for whom that rule is fundamental can’t recognize any observations as evidence
undermining the rules. There are plenty of ways that the rules might change over
time as a result of observations in a non-evidential way. Besides obviously non-
rational changes (e.g. those produced by traumatic observations, or by computa-
tional errors). we might imagine changes made for computational convenience.
Imagine a rule-formulation in the style of (R where new evidence revises some
parameters. but where the agent stores rounded off versions of the new values.*
Over time. the values produced might start to vary considerably from what they
would have been if the system had never rounded off. Here the rule-formulation
changes to a non-equivalent rule formulation, on the impact of evidence: the rule
itself changes. But this isn’t a case where the accumulated observations serve as
evidence against the old rule and for the new. (If we had started with a more

33 Ay a model of what might be “written into the head . the sequence of (R))s is far more plau-
sible than (R): if {R) were what was written in it would require the agent to keep track of all the
relevant cevidence accumulated since birth, which is grossly implausibie. in part because the
computational requirements for storage and access would he immense. Still more plausible as 2
model is something ‘in between™ (R)) than (R}, where the agent doesn’t need to remember all
the evidence. but does remember some of it and retains a sense of what judgements he would
make if something of the remembered evidence weren't in. {Indeed. something more like this is
probably needed to handle assessments of our past induetive behaviour.)

3 One might ask. why represent the meta-rule that the agent was following as the original
(R*). rather than as a meta-rule that explicitly tells us to round off? 1 don't think this modified
description of the agent would be incorrect. but ncither do 1 think thata description of the agent
as following the original (R¥) would be incorrect: describing an agent as following a rule
involves idealization of the agent’s practices (especially when that rule is not explicitly repre-
sented in the agent. as it almost certainly wouldn't be for these meta-rules), and it's just & ques-
tion of the extent to which one idealizes. Obviously. as the element of idealization of the agent’™s
actual practices at revising heliefs lessens. the scope for arguing that the practices of revising
beliefs can change lessens correspondingly.
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complicated inductive rule than (R), there would have been more interesting ways
for. observations to lead to non-evidential changes in rules for purposes of compu-
tational simplicity.)

A less trivial example of how rules might change due to observations but not
based on evidence arises when the rules are valued as a means of meeting certain
goals (perhaps truth-oriented goals like achieving truth and avoiding falsehood).
For there are various ways in which observations might cause a shift in goals (e.g.
bad experiences might lead us to increase the weight given to avoiding falsehood
over achieving truth). and thus lead to shifts in the rules for evaluating beliefs. But
here too the shift in rules for believing isn’t evidence-based. it is due to a change
in goals. (It could also be argued that the basic rule in this example isn’t the goal-
dependent rule. but the rule about how beliefs depend on evidence and goals. This
rule doesn’t even change in the example described, let alone change as a result of
evidence.)

Perhaps more important are cases where observations lead us to think up new
methodological rules that had never occurred to us. and we are then led to use
them on the basis of their intrinsic appeal. (Or maybe we observe others using
them. and are led to use them out of & desire for conformity.) Here too 1t is trans-
parent that the shift of rules is not due primarily to evidence against the old rules.
Of course, on the basis of the new rules we might find that there i1s evidence
against the old. But if the old rules didn't agree that it was evidence against them
(and our resolution of the puzzle in Section 4 of the text says that they won't
agree. if the rules are basic). then the decision to count the alleged evidence as
evidence depends on an independent shift in the rule.

A third clarification: to assert that a person’s inductive behaviour is governed
by a basic rule is not to assert that there is a uniquely best candidate for what this
basic rule is. To attribute a rule of inductive behaviour to someone 1s to give an
idealized description of how the person forms and alters beliefs. For a variety of
reasons, there need be no best idealized description. (The most important reason
is that there are different levels of idealization: for instance. some idealizations
take more account of memory limitations or computational limitations than do
others. Also though I think less important. there can be multiple good idealized
descriptions with the same level of idealization, especially when that level of
idealization is high: since a description at a given highly idealized level only
connects loosely with the actual facts, there is no reason to think it uniquely deter-
mined by the facts.) So there are multiple good candidates for the best idealiza-
tion of our total inductive behaviour. Any such idealization counts any factors 1t
doesn’t take into account as non-rational. Insofar as the idealization is a good one.
1t 1s appropriate to take the factors it doesn’t take into account as non-rational.
The lack of a uniquely best candidate for one’s basic rule is largely due to a lack
of a uniquely best division between rational and non-rational factors,

With these clarifications in mind. let’s turn to the issue of whether there are
basic inductive rules. Since in attributing rules one is idealizing. really the only
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sensible issue is whether a good idealization will postulate a basic inductive rule
(which might vary from one good idealization to the next). The alternative is an
idealization that postulates multiple rules, each assessable using the others. But
there is an obvious weakness in an idealization of the latter sort: it is completely
uninformative about what the agent does when the rules conflict. There is in fact
some process that the agent will use to deal with such conflicts. Because this
conflict-breaking process is such an important part of how the agent operates. it
is natural to consider it a rule that the agent is following. If so. it would seem to
be a basic rule. with the "multiple rules’ really just default rules that operate only
when they don’t come into conflict with other default rules. Of course, this basic
rule needn’t be deterministic: and as stressed before. there need be no uniquely
best candidate for what the higher rule that governs conflict-resolution is. But
what seems to be the case is that idealizations that posit a basic rule are more
informative than those that don't.

According to the discussion of the epistemological puzzle in Section 4. norule
can be empirically undermined by following that rule.®3 But if there are multiple
candidates for one’s basic inductive rule, it may well happen that each candidate
C for one’s basic inductive rule can be “empirically undermined” by other candi-
dates for one’s basic inductive rule: that is. consistently adhering to a candidate
other than C could lead (on certain observations) to a departure from the rule C.
There’s good reason to put “empirically undermined” in quotes. though: ‘under-
mining” C via C* only counts as genuine undermining to the extent that C* rather
than C is taken as the basic inductive rule. To the extent that C is regarded as the
basic inductive rule. it has not been empirically undermined.

I've said that the most important reason for the existence of multiple candi-
dates for a person’s basic inductive rule is that we can idealize the person’s induc-
tive practices at different levels. At the highest level. perhaps. we might give a
simple Bayesian description. with real-number degrees of belief that are coherent
(i.e. obey the laws of probability). At a lower level of idealization. we might give
a more sophisticated Bayesian description, allowing tor interval-valued degrees
of belief and/or failures of coherence due to failures of logical omniscience. At a
still lower level we might abandon anything recognizably Bayesian. in order to
more accurately accommodate the agent’s computational limitations. Eventually
we might get to a really low level of idealization. in terms of an accurate map of

3 That argument did not depend on an assumption that (candidates for) our basic inductive
rules be deterministic. Suppose that our most basic rules dictate that in certain cireumstances i
‘mental coin-tTip” is to he made. and that what policies one employs in the future is to depend
upon its outcome. One can describe what is eoing on in such a case along the fines of (Ryor
(R*)—unchanging indeterministic rules. simply a new policy. In that case. obviously there is no
change in the basic rules based on evidence. because there is no change in basic rules at all.
Alternatively. one can deseribe what is going on along the Tines of (R ) the rules themsehves
have changed. But in this case. the indeterministic nature of the change would if anything fessen
the grounds for calling the change evidence-based.
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the agent’s system of interconnected neurons, but using an idealization of neuron
functioning. And of course there are a lot of levels of idealization in between. The
rules of any one of these levels allow criticism of the rules of any other level as
imperfectly rational: higher levels would be criticized for taking insufticient
account of computational limitations, lower levels for having hardware that only
imperfectly realizes the appropriate rules. But again, insofar as you somewhat
arbitrarily pick one level as the “level of rationality’, then one’s rules at ‘the level
of rationality’ can’t allow there to be empirical reasons for revising what is at that
level one’s basic inductive rule.*
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