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The literature on the epistemic significance of disagreement divides naturally
into two camps:1 the conciliatory and steadfast response. The conciliatory response
argues from a position of epistemic humility: when faced with peer disagreement,
one should withhold judgment. The steadfast response hopes to maintain some
stability in domains rife with disagreement, arguing that one should hold fast.
After outlining some principles and assumptions required by the participants in the
dispute, §1, I consider two arguments, one launched from each side of the divide.
First, there is the bootstrapping argument leveled against the steadfast response.
In §2, I show that given one response to a certain kind of problematic example for
the conciliationist, this argument tells equally against their position, pointing to
a need to reconsider the formulation of a contentious assumption. Then, in §3, I
show that there might be some considerations available to the steadfast camp that
would provide resources for overcoming this argument. Finally, in §4, I consider
the spinelessness objection that is often leveled against the conciliatory position. I
argue that there is one potential avenue of escape that has not yet been considered
for the conciliationist, but that this route still has some damaging consequences.

1. The setup

When faced with apparent disagreement over the question whether p, how should
one rationally respond? Specifically, if one considers one’s interlocutor an epistemic

peer, should one steadfastly hold on to one’s prior belief regarding p, or, taking the
conciliatory route, is revision required? Some kind of revision must be required for
the disagreement itself to carry any epistemic weight, but the question is: where,
and to what extent, should one revise. The two predominant responses, the concil-

iatory response and the steadfast response, aggregate roughly around two principles,
Parity and Independence. Parity is the assumption made about what constitutes
an epistemic peer, which can be stated roughly as follows:

Parity: Epistemic subjects S1 and S2 are epistemic peers with respect to
the question whether p just in case (1) S1 and S2 judge that they have the
same access to the evidence w.r.t. p, and (2) S1 and S2 consider each other
cognitive equals w.r.t. p.

1Following Elga (2010).
1
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Cognitive equality is then usually glossed as either having the same epistemic virtues
holding of the agents in question, or that prior to the disagreement, S1 and S2 take
each other to be, conditional on the disagreement in question, equally likely to get
things wrong.2 Independence, on the other hand, is defined by David Christensen
as follows:

Independence: When the epistemic peers are evaluating the epistemic cre-
dentials of each other’s judgments w.r.t. p within the context of disagree-
ment about whether p, they should do so in a way that is independent of
the reasoning behind their initial belief whether p.3

Conciliatory views, which are often inclined to accept independence, generally grav-
itate towards views in which the revision in question centers around the agents
beliefs about p, rejecting the view that the revision should center around the parity

of the agents involved. Whereas the steadfast camp, on the other hand, is generally
inclined to hold on to the beliefs about p, which naturally leads toward a view
in which the revision centers around the parity of the agents involved, with the
consequence that independence must be rejected.

Further, the disagreement debate is often structured around a particular kind
of case. Two agents, S1 and S2 form beliefs about some salient inquiry guiding
question as to whether some proposition p holds. S1 forms a belief on some evidence
E1 that p. S2, on the other hand, forms the belief on evidence E2 that ¬p. Parity

is then invoked to fix certain factors about the example that might mislead the
debate. The strongest version of this invocation would be the stipulation that
E1 t E2

4 and that S1 and S2 judge each other to be evidential and cognitive
equals.5 Now let us return to our two camps, the conciliatory and the steadfast:
let us briefly consider the general responses to cases of the type outlined above.

The conciliatory camp operates on a principle of epistemic humility. Given
parity, who are we to privilege our own judgment over that of our peer? Privileging
our own judgment would be a kind of epistemic hubris, a violation of independence.
This generates the conciliatory response:

CR: If S1 and S2 are faced with a case of disagreement over the question
whether p, then if parity obtains, S1 and S2 must adjust accordingly, by
either adjusting their credence toward p to some degree ✏ or withholding
belief whether p.

2Cf. Elga (2007, 13 fn. 21).
3Christensen (2009, 758).
4Many will argue that complete equality should not be required, as things like the perceptual
evidence of two purported peers will never be exactly the same.
5Cognitive equality might be glossed as having equally reliable methods by which they might
evaluate the evidence. So in the strong case it is required both that they have the same evidence
and that they judge each other to have both the same evidence and the same rational capacities.
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This kind of view is initially motivated by intuitions related to cases of relatively
straightforward disagreement, such as disagreement over mental math, and a gen-
eralization is then attempted to other domains where disagreement is witnessed.

The intuitions that drive the steadfast response, on the other hand, are generally
derived from considerations related to actual practice in domains rife with disagree-
ment. The proponents of these views generally favor sticking to their guns rather
than showing what they consider to be epistemic spinelessness. This kind of view
is generated from a modus tollens: in domains rife with disagreement, if we do not
stick to our guns, then, by (CR), we are epistemically obligated to give up a major-
ity of our domain-related beliefs. This amounts to a form of skepticism, skepticism
should be rejected, and so we should stick to our guns. The reasoning behind this
response often relies upon a perceived asymmetry between the epistemic agents
in disagreement with each other. The asymmetry is derived through a distinction
between the channels of information by which the agents come to form their initial
belief versus that of the evidence provided by disagreement itself. For example, in
the disagreement case above, from the perspective of S1, S1 has introspective access

to her evidence E1, but only the testimony of S2.6 This kind of response generates
the principle parity adjustment :

PA: If the Si are faced with a case of disagreement over the question whether
p, then, post disagreement, the Si must adjust their judgments w.r.t. the
conditions of parity.

In many cases, (PA) is taken to be in conflict with independence, and is accepted
by the steadfast group to varying degrees.7 With this initial sketch in place, let’s
take a look at the paradigmatic cases and arguments.

2. Conciliationism: Independence and Bootstrapping

If the debate is viewed from the perspective of the conciliationist, it hinges
around two sets of cases, standard cases and extreme cases. The standard cases are
used in a twofold manner: they generate the intuitions underlying the acceptance
of independence, as well as providing reason to reject the application of parity

adjustment. The steadfast position then fires a rejoinder with the extreme cases:
cases where it seems absolutely foolish to apply (CR), as one of the two parties to
the disagreement has made an obvious mistake. In these cases it seems that (PA)
is vindicated, and the conciliationist must struggle to find some way to apply (PA)
without violating independence. In the following we will consider this dialectic in

6For a particular stripe of anti-conciliatory view, it is not an introspective relation that is the
symmetry breaker, but a relation to the truth. Cf. Kelly (2005). Kelly has since changed his view
(Cf. Kelly (2010)).
7Note that many in the conciliatory camp attempt to reconcile (PA) with independence in certain
difficult cases. Cf. Christensen (2009). The real debate hinges on how far one can extend (PA)
over (CR) to cover cases in general, and whether independence is a principle that should be
accepted without qualification. This point is treated in some detail in §2 below.



DISAGREEMENT: BOOTSTRAPPING, ITERATION, AND PARITY 4

some detail, returning to the debate as viewed from the perspective of the steadfast
proponent in §3.

A paradigmatic motivating case for the conciliationist is that provided by Chris-
tensen (2007):

Mental Math: My friend and I have been going out to lunch regularly for
many years. We always split the check and tip 20%. Further, we always do
the math in our heads, and we usually agree. Where we have not agreed, it
has equally been the case that she was right than that I was right. In this
particular case, we each take a look at the bill, take a moment to reflect,
and come up with the totals $43 and $45. Neither of us have had any more
to drink, alcohol or otherwise, and there are no visible differences in mood
between us. How confident should we now be in our totals?

In this case and its analogs, the conciliationist charges that the conflicting judg-
ments generate a defeater sufficient to undermine one’s contrary belief, and thus
sticking to one’s guns and making a parity adjustment would be pure hubris.8 This
verdict hinges on the principle that Judgments Screen Evidence (JSE).9 Weather-
son defines screening in the following way. Suppose B provides evidential support
for A. C is said to screen off B from A when the following conditions are met:10

(1) B is evidence for A, and
(2) B ^ C is no better evidence for A than C is.

Applying this to the case of disagreement, we have that once S1 has come to the
conclusion that p on the basis of evidence E, S1’s evidence is summed up in S1’s
judgment that p. Particularly, in the proposition J1 that S1 has judged that p on

the basis of E. Similarly for S2. Thus, when disagreement surfaces, each of the
Si learn the truth of the two propositions Ji, and, since the first-order evidence
is effectively screened off, it is just these two propositions that are relevant to

8There are several ways in which this kind of defeat could be construed. First, one might think
that the testimony on the part of the peer is a rebutting defeater to one’s belief. This would be due
to the fact that if S1 believes that p, that the total is $43, and S2 testifies that q, that the total is
$45, then the further fact that q is incompatible with p, that the total cannot be both $43 and $45,
entails that S2’s testimony rebuts S1’s belief, and vice verse. One might alternatively hold that
the defeater presented by the case is an undercutter. This would require inference on each party
to the effect that, given parity, the fact that the testimony received is incompatible with one’s
initial judgment tells against the method by which one came to said judgment. If one prefers talk
of evidence, similar stories could be told. Either way, it is argued that the testimony presented
on the part of the peers provides either defeating reasons or evidence sufficient to invoke (CR).
I have reason to believe that the proper way to construe this is as rebutting defeat, for reasons
related to Weatherson (forthcoming, 10), but nothing in what follows hinges on this point.
9I follow Weatherson (forthcoming, 11) in terminology. This implication of the conciliatory view,
however, has been noted in various forms . . .[CITATION NEEDED].
10Cf. Weatherson (forthcoming, 11).
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considerations regarding what type of response is rational. Any additional appeal
to the first-order evidence would be double counting.11

Given this framework, since J1 and J2 defeat each other, (CR) is the obvious
rational response. A standard steadfast response would appeal to some special
relation R, available only from the perspective of the subject, in order to break the
symmetry. Thus, from the perspective of S1, R1^J1 is not defeated by J2, and vice

verse. This generates symmetry of a different sort: each of the Si respectively are
in a symmetrical epistemic position regarding their peers. But from the perspective

of the Si, the symmetry is broken.12 This lends credence to the rational response
of (PA) rather than (CR).13 Of course, in the mental math case, (PA) seems like a
problematic response.

The steadfast proponent will thus motivate the move away from (CR) with
counter-cases. Consider the following from Christensen (2007):

Mental Mistake: My friend and I have been going out to lunch regularly for
many years. We always split the check and tip 20%. Further, we always do
the math in our heads, and we usually agree. Where we have not agreed, it
has equally been the case that she was right than that I was right. In this
particular case, we each take a look at the bill, take a moment to reflect, and
come up with the totals $43 and $450, where $450 is far greater than the
total bill. Neither of us have had any more to drink, alcohol or otherwise,

11There is a potentially vicious regress for anyone who accepts this kind of position, as pointed
out by Weatherson (forthcoming), but this question, and the related question as to whether the
conciliatory position is self-undermining, is not the focus of this paper.
12Some (Cf. Conee (2009)) would argue that R-symmetry restores (JSE) symmetry, for if S1 were
to cite R1 in support of p, S2 could equally cite R2 in support of ¬p. But this is changing the
subject. The question is how to rationally respond to disagreement at the point of disagreement.
Citing additional things that could be done after the point of disagreement does not help resolve
the issue. One could just as easily say that S1 and S2 could go out and gather more evidence until
they agree. This does not resolve the problem. Further, if we were to consider a disagreement
where the testimony offered were Ri ^Ji, we would simply have a second-order symmetry breaker
resulting in RR-symmetry. For the Si would each stand in a special relation RRi to Ri ^ Ji, and
a regress would ensue. This, of course, would not be a vicious regress, for it would only require
the symmetry breaker Rn for orders n where n is one greater than the level provided through
testimony. Neither does it help to note that at the point of disagreement, each of the Si can
reason, from the armchair, to the conclusion that their peer is in a symmetrical position, for S1’s
belief that R2 ^ J2 defeats J1 does not itself defeat R1 ^ J1, in much the same way that my belief
that if the coin lands tails, it will not have landed heads does not defeat my belief that the coin
will land heads while it is still in the air.
13An argument to an alternative formulation of the (JSE) position could be stated in terms of
testimony with slightly different results. That is to say, rather than appeal to some relation R, one
could note that the Ji propositions differ slightly. From the perspective of S1, J1 would be that
S1 has judged that p on the basis of E1, whereas J2 would just be that S2 has testified that ¬p.
One could then argue that the justificatory status of J1 > J2 for reasons related to accessibility,
etc.. The Ji would then not rebut each other, but from the perspective of S1, J2 would undercut
J1 given the assumptions of epistemic and evidential parity. This would cause a reduction in
S1’s justification for holding that p, but would not necessarily entail suspension of judgment as
to whether p. The positions would of course be symmetrical with respect to S2 as well.
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and there are no visible differences in mood between us. How confident
should we now be in our totals?

In this case, opposite intuitions from those generated by mental math are apparent.
It would seem that (PA) is the rational response required. The general strategy
adopted by the conciliationist here is to make some move allowing for a restricted
version of (PA). Basically, whenever (PA) does not conflict with independence,
it is allowed, and the argument is then made to the effect that in cases like mental

mistake, one may downgrade the status of one’s peer without violating indepen-
dence. It is not clear why downgrading in this case would not violate independence
without trivializing the conciliatory position, however. For if (JSE) is accepted,
then there is nothing other than S2’s judgment J2 that S1 might rely upon when
deciding to downgrade S2’s parity once faced with the craziness of J2. And if we
accept that basing one’s judgment to downgrade parity on the craziness of J2 is
independent of S1’s reasoning to J1, then there is a very quick sorities style argu-
ment to the ability to downgrade any judgment other than one’s own whatsoever,
effectively trivializing the independence criterion, landing the conciliationist in a
position that looks much the same as a very staunch defender of steadfastness. If
the conciliationist attempts to explain the vagueness of looking crazy away on the
basis of vagueness infecting all parts of language, on the other hand, then it just
looks like we just have a case of ad hoc monster barring.14

Further, the conciliationist has some additional reason to resist the move to a
general acceptance of (PA). For suppose (PA) is correct as a general response to
disagreement. In any given case of peer disagreement, then, if, when faced with
the disagreement, the Si have reason to adjust their judgments of parity, then they
have reason to believe that they are each individually less likely to be mistaken.
This argument is sharpened by Elga (2007):

[S]uppose that you and your friend independently judge the same
long series of races. You are then allowed to compare your friend’s
judgments to your own. (You are given no outside information
about the race outcomes.) Suppose for reductio that in each case
of disagreement, you should be 70% confident that you are correct.
It follows that over the course of many disagreements, you should
end up extremely confident that you have a better track record
than your friend. As a result, you should end up extremely con-
fident that you are a better judge. But that is absurd. Without

14This is just to say the following: it is fairly uncontroversial that in some cases it looks like
a conciliatory response is better than a steadfast response, and in other cases, it looks like the
opposite is true. A theory that states simply that where it seems like we should conciliate, we
do, and where it seems like we should remain steadfast, we do, without providing any additional
general constraints that lead to these two points as consequences, however, is uninformative.
Monster barring in the way mentioned above renders the conciliatory position uninformative.
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some antecedent reason to think that you are a better judge, the
disagreements between you and your friend are no evidence that
she has made most of the mistakes.15

Thus, the more peer disagreement a subject S encounters, the better her epistemic
self-conception. Disagreement should not generate epistemic super-agents. This
argument generalizes to those who would like to save face regarding mental mistake,
as well. To see this, take the example of mental math. Suppose S1 reasons in the
following manner:

I judged that p. S2 judged that q, and if q, then ¬p, so q is incom-
patible with p. Since S2 made a judgment incompatible with my
judgment, S2 must not be my epistemic peer.

Now, at what point in this line of reasoning does S1 rely on some bit of reasoning
that intersects with her reasoning behind her initial judgment that p. S1’s initial
reasoning was based on facts about the bill, the food they ate, and the principles of
arithmetic. Nowhere along the line of second-order reasoning above does S1 consider
anything related to the initial calculation of the bill. It would seem that this line
of reasoning does not violate independence. But this is a problem, for if S1 can
downgrade S2, then S1 can use this fact as evidence that, on this particular occasion,
S1 is more likely to be correct, generating the problematic consequence pointed out
by the bootstrapping argument above. It would seem that the conciliationist would
need some restriction to independence that would allow downgrading in cases like
mental mistake, but restrict this possibility from cases like that above.

3. The Steadfast Camp: Stay Strong!

In §2, we examined a paradigm case for the conciliationist position and a po-
tential steadfast response. What has not been brought forward, however, are the
initial considerations motivating the steadfast contingent. Take the locus classicus

of van Inwagen (1996):

How can it be that equally intelligent and well-trained philoso-
phers can disagree about the freedom of the will or nominalism or
the covering-law model of scientific explanation when each is aware
of all of the arguments and distinctions and other relevant consid-
erations that the others are aware of? How [. . .] can we philoso-
phers possibly regard ourselves as justified in believing much of
anything of philosophical significance in this embarrassing circum-
stance? [. . .] Well, I do believe these things, and I believe that I am
justified in believing them. And I am confident that I am right.16

15Elga (2007, 13).
16van Inwagen (1996, 138).



DISAGREEMENT: BOOTSTRAPPING, ITERATION, AND PARITY 8

These considerations, of course, do not lend themselves to simple thought experi-
ments like those canvassed above. But the steadfast camp has a different kind of
argument available, what is sometimes called the spinelessness objection to con-
ciliationism: that when (CR) is applied to the domains mentioned above, it leads
to an untoward skepticism. In what follows, I show first that, through considera-
tions related to the motivating conditions of the steadfast view, a modification to
(PA) allows for the defusing of the bootstrapping objection previously developed.
Then, in §4, I will further develop and regiment the spinelessness objection as it is
leveled against the conciliationist, provide some considerations related to how said
conciliationist might respond, and then develop one additional argument against
conciliationism that infects the position even if the spinelessness objection may be
overcome.

Considering, in a regimented way, the kinds of cases that the steadfast pro-
ponent is interested in is a bit more difficult than providing examples like mental

math/mistake above. The considerations involved are generally more holistic. That
is to say, one must consider widespread disagreement between many parties in a
particular domain of inquiry, rather than a single disagreement between two sub-
jects over a particular inquiry guiding question. Paradigm cases of this sort are often
cases of philosophical disagreement. For if there is any domain in which consensus
is absent, philosophy presents a prime example. Take, for example, the internal-
ism/externalism debate in epistemology, or the metaphysical debate between Lewis
and van Inwagen over composition.

17 In both of these cases, there are many ar-
guments and examples on both sides of the dispute, but one thing that is shared
by both parties is the domain over which the arguments and examples range. It
is equally clear that disputants relative to one particular domain, D1, might have
many things in common relative to some other domain, D2, but their D2 views
should not impinge on their disagreement with respect to D1. Such relativisation
to a domain of inquiry is thus general enough to capture things like political/moral
disagreement or disagreement in the special sciences. In each case there will be a
range of considerations and data relevant to the questions guiding inquiry, and a
great many things which ought to be ignored.

Further, given the kind of disagreement under consideration, it need not always
be the case that a particular proposition p is under discussion. It could very well be
a cluster of propositions, those that characterize particular philosophical positions
which are at odds, for example. As such, we can generalize the disagreement itself
not to the question whether p, but to a set of questions, those guiding inquiry in the
relevant domain. Thus, we can associate with each agent, Si, a set of propositions,
Bi relative to a particular domain, D, which they regard to be answers to the

17Elga (2006: 21-3) has argued that in cases such as these one is only an epistemic peer with
those that one agrees with, but I take it that Lewis and van Inwagen were epistemic peers.
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relevant inquiry guiding questions. This allows for the characterization of three
different types of disagreement often witnessed in practice. Taking two agents,
S1 and S2, we could first have explicit substantive disagreement, where the sets
B1 and B2 are jointly inconsistent. Second, we could have implicit substantive

disagreement, where B1 and B2 are not jointly inconsistent but jointly incompatible:
the sets B1 and B2 that are the closures under logical consequence of B1 and B2 are
jointly inconsistent. This type of disagreement often occurs, for example, when two
agents who are faced with opposing views immediately lock into disagreement, but
the point of contention is not apparent until several iterations of argument uncover
some incompatibility. Finally, we can have merely verbal disagreement, where the
Bi or even their closures are not in fact incompatible, but the agents take them
to be. In the following I make the idealizing assumption and restriction both that
substantive disagreement exists and that it is the kind of disagreement at issue.18

Note that at this point we have a relevant asymmetry between the expert cases
and the simple cases. For given that we now have belief bases Bi relative to some
domain D under discussion, it is no longer the case that we will find an exact
symmetry of available evidence. Since all that is required for disagreement here is
joint incompatibility, rather than pairwise inconsistency, the individual members of
the sets Bi are not required to be strict negations of each other. For any agents S1

and S2, the respective D-relevant sets characterizing their position might have many
elements corresponding to details of their view that are not directly at issue for a
particular disagreement.19 And thus, when considering the evidence bases for S1

and S2, it is no longer the case that we will have the ability to stipulate some rough
evidential equality, as was done in the cases above. For the respective propositions
that are neither in direct conflict nor shared will still require support by S1 and
S2’s evidence. But note that all that is required in our definition of parity is that
the Si judge that they have the same access to the evidence. Two points are worth
noting: (1) sameness of access does not require sameness of evidence, and (2) just
because one has the same access to some evidence does not mean that one accesses
the evidence in the same way. We can call judgments related to (1) and (2) access

judgments.
A dimension of variability is now open to the steadfast respondent. We can

modify our definition of (PA) accordingly:

PA⇤: If S1 and S2 are faced with a case of disagreement over a question
under discussion,20 and, prior to the disagreement S1 and S2 judged parity

18How to determine whether a particular disagreement is substantive is a quite interesting issue,
and one over which some ink has recently been spilt. Cf. Chalmers, Manley, and Wasserman, eds.
(2009).
19This could happen, for example, when two agents agree in general on many points, but disagree
over the details of their respective positions.
20This terminology leaves open the possibility of either form of disagreement previously defined.
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to obtain, then, post disagreement, S1 and S2 must adjust either their
parity judgments or their access judgments.

Hence, (PA⇤) allows for four possible responses:

• S judges that her purported peer is not her cognitive equal,

• S judges that her purported peer does not have the same access to the
evidence,

• S judges that her peer has not accessed the evidence in the same way, or
• S judges that her peer does not have the same evidence.

With the new and improved (PA⇤) in hand, we can take a second look at the boot-

strapping objection. Once we allow variability along these additional dimensions,
we can note that only in the first two cases do these judgments license a parity ad-
justment. In both the third and fourth case, one is not licensed to conclude either
that one is a better judge of the evidence or that one is more likely to be correct.
The fact that two peers accessed the evidence in different ways provides an expla-
nation for why they came to different conclusions without providing any reason to
privilege one conclusion over the other. It is even more obvious with judgments
related to the amount of evidence. Just because S judges that the evidence is not
equal between her and her peer, it does not follow that she may conclude that she
has more evidence, it could quite easily be the case that her peer has more evidence
than she!21

4. Don’t be an epistemic pushover

Now to the spinelessness objection. This argument runs by noting a consequence
of the conciliatory position when it is applied to cases such as those considered in §3.
That is to say, rather than considering cases where the disagreement in question
is due to some performance error, such as is the case in examples like mental

math, where the conciliationist response seems natural, consider those relative to
domains where disagreement is the norm. In these cases it would seem that the
considered judgments by those actively researching in the domain often fail to
generate consensus. This failure of consensus is not due to one-off mistakes, but
seems to be a constitutive element of the kind of inquiry in question. The objection
runs by a generalization on the class of beliefs in such a domain:

(P1) For the class of beliefs B relative to any domain D where disagreement
is the norm, the response rationally required w.r.t. an arbitrary case C

of peer disagreement over some belief Bi 2 B will extend to every belief
in B,

(P2) Some case C is a case of peer disagreement relative to D,

21Granted, in many cases, the evidence is stipulated. It need not be stipulated, however, that
what the peer’s believe to be the evidence is equal to the actual evidence.
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(CR) (CR) says that the parties to dispute in C should suspend judgment
with respect to their D-relevant beliefs,

(C) Therefore, judgment on every D-relevent belief should be suspended,
resulting in skepticism with respect to D-relevant beliefs.

Here the statement is then made by the steadfast proponent, in Moorean fashion,
to the effect of ¬(C), as evidenced by van Inwagen above. Thus, some premise
(P1), (P2), or (CR) must be rejected. They then argue that (CR) is the most
plausible candidate. The conciliationist then normally adopts one of the following
responses: (1) reject (P2), arguing that there are no cases of peer disagreement
relative to D or (2), contra Moore, embrace (C) and with it skepticism. Some
in the conciliatory camp have argued for (1) by arguing that our only epistemic
peers in domains where disagreement is the norm are those with whom we agree.22

While this option is open, it seems to trade one form of hubris for another. While
in cases of potential performance error, it might seem egotistical to simply stick
to one’s guns, it is surely egotistical to believe that in cases where disagreement is
surely epistemically significant, our only peers are our allies. Rather than taking up
this position, others have embraced the resultant skepticism, arguing for epistemic
humility in the relevant domains.23

Given this situation, one line of argument remains untapped: the rejection of
(P1). It could be argued that the generalization here required relies upon a modal
assumption: epistemic weight must be given to merely possible disagreement. That
is to say, when you have an actual case of disagreement, revision is necessary. But
one actual case relative to some some domain does not require revision of all domain-
relative beliefs. To generate the consequence in question, one would have to consider
possible cases of disagreement with imaginary epistemic peers on each particular
domain-relevant belief, and this kind of consideration would have to provide the
same result as those cases of actual disagreement.24 If one were skeptical of this

claim, no generalization would be available. The only consequence of disagreement
with respect to C would be suspension with respect to C-relevant beliefs. This
would entail that where disagreement was actual, the corresponding beliefs should
be withheld, but the conciliatory proponent could happily argue that this is not a
reductio, it is her view!

Let us suppose, for a moment, that the spinelessness objection is unsound. The
conciliationist has found some clever argument against merely possible disagree-
ment that allows them to have their cake and eat it: (CR) is the correct rational

22Cf. Elga (2007: 21-3) for an argument to this effect.
23Cf. Conee (2009) and Kornblith (2010) for notable examples.
24Cf. Kelly (2005) for arguments in support of epistemic weight given to merely possible disagree-
ment. I will not be providing arguments against this thesis, just noting that the option exists,
were one to take it by providing said arguments. Cf. Kornblith (2010) for some such arguments.
He does not, however, use these arguments to defuse the skeptical worry (on the contrary, he
embraces skepticism in the very same paper).
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response to disagreement generally, skepticism does not follow, and we actually have
peers relative those domains in which we think we have peers. The conciliationist
is not out of the woods yet. Suppose two agents S1 and S2 have a substantive
disagreement relative some domain D. In this case, both parties must update their
D-relevant views in some way that maintains consistency and requires the least
amount of revision for both parties. So far, so good, but it would seem, then, that
if the conciliationist is correct, then even if we give no credence to merely possible
disagreement, we have the problem that our beliefs relative to these domains will
be contingent upon who we run into and in what order.

To see this all that is required is to notice two things. First, any particular
agent will have had, up to the present moment, a sequence of past disagreements
with peers relative to the domain in question. And, second, given that the first-
order evidence is screened off by the agents judgments, then what agents withhold

judgment on, or fail to believe, will be completely constrained by this sequence of
past disagreements. Differently put, our first-order evidence determines what we
come to believe, but who we have happened to disagree with in the past determines
what we don’t believe. Now, take the following case: At some point in the past, I
considered some evidence and came to the conclusion that p, so I took on the belief
that p. Later, I happen upon a colleague who I take to be my epistemic peer with
respect to the domain under which p falls. Through some conversation, I come to
find out that my colleague believes ¬p. I revise my beliefs accordingly, withholding
on p.

Now, suppose the temporal order had been reversed. Suppose that the conversa-
tion with my colleague had taken place before I held any views related to p. Then,
some time later, I came upon the same evidence that pointed toward p. If merely

possible disagreement does not matter, then it would follow that the possibility that
I held the belief that p at the past time at which I conversed with my colleague
would not matter, and would therefore be no bar to my, at the present time, taking
on the belief that p. From this we can conclude that the beliefs we currently hold
are totally contingent upon not only the evidence we have considered for these be-
liefs, but the order at which we considered this evidence as it correlates with the
epistemic peers that we have conversed with. For many peers with whom we have
not disagreed might have been peers with whom we had disagreed were we to have
come across some evidence earlier than we did. This gives the odd recommenda-
tion that if you talked to someone in the past whose position is one that now runs
contrary to your own, you would not now have evidence against the position that
you would have had, had you held this position then. This seems to run things in
the wrong direction. For any given epistemic agent, their belief base depends, at
base, not upon their epistemic sensitivity to the configuration of the world, but to
their social environment.
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Summing up, I have outlined a contemporary debate over how one ought to
rationally respond to peer disagreement as a debate between two camps which
approach the problem from opposite directions. Both camps believe that in the face
of disagreement, some change in one’s doxastic state is necessary, but the point of
contention lies in the locus of this update. On the one side, we have the conciliatory
camp, which takes certain simple cases of disagreement where performance errors
are involved as paradigmatic. Given this approach, the update focuses on one’s
beliefs about the world, requiring a doxastic contraction based on the question
under discussion. On the other side, we have the steadfast camp, which takes cases
of theoretical disagreement as paradigmatic. The cases considered belong to certain
domains where disagreement is the norm, and the resulting updates focus on the
status of one’s peers, whether it be with respect to their cognitive abilities or their
orientation toward the evidence. Following this, I examined a common argument
brought forward against the conciliatory camp which makes trouble when attempts
are made to generalize from the simple cases to the more complex cases, and showed
that, even if this argument fails, the conciliatory generalization still faces some
unpalatable consequences.
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