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Introduction
The Croatian Journal of Philosophy launches its new volume with two 
significant changes. Following the passing of its longtime Editor-in-
Chief, Nenad Miščević (1950–2024), a new editorial team is now tak-
ing the journal forward. Alongside the new editor-in-chief, Tvrtko Jolić, 
the editorial team includes Dunja Jutronić (advisory editor), Viktor 
Ivanković (assistant editor), Nino Kadić (managing editor), Mirela Fuš-
Holmedal, Karolina Kudlek, and Andres Moles. We look forward to wel-
coming additional colleagues in the near future to join us in broadening 
the journal’s scope across all areas of philosophy.

I want to take this opportunity to honour and express gratitude to 
Professor Miščević for his tireless efforts and  unwavering  dedication 
to the journal throughout his long editorial tenure. His dedication to 
fostering a collaborative environment inspired countless authors to con-
tribute their work, and his relentless promotion of the journal elevated 
its visibility and academic standing. Collaborating with him was a pro-
found privilege; his guidance was marked by generosity and wisdom, 
and his leadership ensured a seamless, harmonious editorial process.

I also want to thank former editorial members Stipe Kutleša, Davor 
Pećnjak, and Joško Žanić for their contributions.

The second significant change is that, after 24 years with the pub-
lishing house Kruzak, the journal’s publisher is now the Institute of 
Philosophy in Zagreb. Without the commitment and perseverance of 
Mr. Kruno Zakarija, owner of Kruzak and one of the journal’s found-
ing figures, the Croatian Journal of Philosophy would not exist today. 
Zakarija’s tenacity and constructive stubbornness in publishing every 
new issue, despite financial hurdles and bureaucratic challenges, com-
mands immense respect from all of us involved in the journal’s quarter-
century journey—whether as readers, authors, or editors. Kruno, thank 
you once again for everything!

Looking ahead, the journal will remain open to submissions across 
all areas of contemporary philosophical research. The editorial team, 
alongside reviewers, will strive to maintain rigorous standards while 
expediting the peer-review process—a crucial step in an era defined by 
rapid technological advancement and the accelerated flow of informa-
tion.

TVRTKO JOLIĆ
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Safety and Future Dependence
BIN ZHAO
Institute of Foreign Philosophy, Peking University, Beijing, PR China

According to the safety account of knowledge, one knows that p only if 
one’s belief in p could not easily have been false. In the literature, most 
objections to the safety account rely on intuition of knowledge that could 
be easily denied by the safety theorists. In this paper, an objection to 
the safety account which does not make use of such intuition is raised. 
It is argued that either there are instances of unsafe knowledge or the 
safety account has an implausible implication that one’s epistemic sta-
tus might depend on what happens in the future.

Keywords: Future dependence; knowledge; safety.

1. Introduction
In many Gettier cases, though the subject holds a true belief, her be-
lief could easily have been false. This motivates the safety account of 
knowledge, according to which, S knows that p only if S’s belief in p is 
safe, that is, only if S could not easily have falsely believed p. A belief 
that satisfies the safety condition counts as knowledge unless it exhib-
its some non-modal shortcomings that would deprive it of the status of 
knowledge.

Like other accounts of knowledge in the literature, the safety ac-
count is susceptible to a variety of objections. It has been argued that, 
in some putative counterexamples, one could know some proposition 
though one could easily have falsely believed the proposition. We thus 
have instances of unsafe knowledge. However, the safety theorists are 
ready to deny their opponents’ intuition of knowledge. Thus, such a 
debate often leads to a stalemate.

In this paper, an objection to the safety condition which does not 
rely on such intuition is raised. It is argued that, if the safety theorists 
accept the intuition of knowledge, then there are instances of unsafe 
knowledge. But, if the safety theorists deny the intuition of knowledge, 
then the safety account has an implausible implication that one’s epis-
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temic status might depend on what happens in the future. Therefore, 
no matter whether the safety theorists deny the intuition of knowledge 
or not, the safety account is problematic.

2. The Safety Account of Knowledge
Consider a scenario where one looks at a reliable clock under normal 
lighting conditions and thus forms a true belief that it is now 12:00. 
Since the clock is reliable and the lighting conditions are normal, the 
belief counts as knowledge. Consider another scenario where one looks 
at a clock that stops 12 hours earlier under normal lighting conditions 
and thus forms a true belief that it is now 12:00. The belief is true as 
a matter of luck and does not count as knowledge. After all, it is true 
because the dose of bad luck that the clock had stopped is canceled out 
by the good luck that the clock had stopped 12 hours ago.

Why is it the case that one knows the correct time in the first sce-
nario but not in the second scenario though in both scenarios one has 
a true belief about the time? The safety account of knowledge offers a 
simple answer to this question. According to this account, S knows that 
p only if S’s belief in p is safe, that is, only if S could not easily have 
falsely believed p. To put it formally, 
	 Safety: S’s belief in p, formed on belief-formation method M, is 

safe, if and only if, in all nearby possible worlds where S forms 
a belief in p on M, p is true.1

This makes us consider whether p is true in nearby possible worlds 
where S believes that p. If p is false in some of these possible worlds, 
then S’s belief in p is not safe, and S does not know that p. If p is true in 
all these possible worlds, then S’s belief in p is safe, and S knows that 

1 The safety condition is usually relativized to the belief-formation methods to 
avoid putative counterexamples such as Alfano’s (2009) REDWOOD, Goldman’s 
(1976) DACHSHUND, and Nozick’s (1981) GRANDMOTHER. Because the 
argument here does not hinge on whether the conditions should be thus relativized, 
I shall leave this point aside. For discussions of the individuation of belief-formation 
methods, see Alfano (2009), Becker (2008, 2012), and Zhao (2022a, 2022d, 2024a, 
2024b, 2025, forthcoming). Proponents of the safety condition on knowledge include 
Ball (2016), Beddor and Pavese (2020), Dutant (2010), Grundmann (2020), Hirvelä 
(2019), Luper-Foy (1984), Manley (2007), Peet and Pitcovski (2018), Pritchard (2005, 
2009), Sainsbury (1997), Sosa (1999a, 1999b, 2015), and Williamson (2000).

It has also been argued that the safety condition should be globalized to a set 
of propositions rather than the target proposition to account for why beliefs in 
necessary truths could still be true as a matter of luck. See Pritchard (2009), Sosa 
(2015), and Williamson (2000). Here is the globalized version of the safety condition:

Globalized Safety: S’s belief that p, formed on belief-formation method M, is safe, 
if and only if, in all nearby possible worlds where S forms a belief on method M, 
the belief is true.

Because the argument in this paper does not depend on which version of the safety 
condition we opt for, I shall not delve into the distinction here. For discussions of 
the globalized version of the safety condition, see Becker (2006), Hirvelä (2019), and 
Zhao (2022a, 2022b, 2022c).
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p unless it exhibits some non-modal shortcomings that would deprive 
it of the status of knowledge. One knows the correct time in the first 
scenario because his belief is safe. In all nearby possible worlds where 
he believes that it is now 12:00 via the clock, it is 12:00. One does not 
know the correct time in the second scenario because his belief is un-
safe. There are some nearby possible worlds where he looks at the clock 
one minute earlier and believes that it is now 12:00 via the clock, while 
the time is 11:59. 

In a word, the safety condition is supposed to be a necessary condi-
tion on knowledge that helps to eliminate epistemic luck. In virtue of 
this, the safety account of knowledge does an excellent job handling 
cases where the subject’s belief is true as a matter of luck, e.g., the 
Gettier cases.

3. Does Knowledge Require Safety?
In the literature, a variety of objections to the safety account of knowl-
edge have been raised. The objections usually take the following struc-
ture: an example is constructed. It is then argued that the subject in 
the example knows some proposition though she could easily have 
falsely believed the proposition. We thus have an instance of unsafe 
knowledge (Baumann 2008; Bogardus 2014; Comesaña 2005; Neta and 
Rohrbaugh 2004; Yamada 2011). However, the safety theorists could 
push back and deny their proponents’ intuition of knowledge (Pritchard 
2009). In that case, the putative counterexamples to the safety account 
are discharged. Thus, the debate between them often leads to a stale-
mate.

In this section, I argue that the safety theorists’ denial of their pro-
ponents’ intuition of knowledge is not without some serious costs. To 
be specific, the safety theorists are faced with a dilemma here: if they 
choose not to deny the intuition of knowledge, then there are instances 
of unsafe knowledge. But, if they choose to deny the intuition of knowl-
edge, then the safety account has an implausible implication that one’s 
epistemic status might depend on what happens in the future. 

Here is the example I shall consider, 
Dead President. Consider . . . the situation of a generally well-informed citi-
zen N. N. who has not yet heard the news from the theatre where Lincoln 
has just been assassinated. Since Lincoln is dead, he is no longer President, 
so N. N. no longer knows that Lincoln is President (knowing is factive). 
However, N. N. is in no position to know that anything is amiss. He contin-
ues reasonably to believe that Lincoln is President . . . N. N. does not know 
that Lincoln is President. (Williamson 2000: 23).

Let t0, t1, ... , tn be a series of times at one millisecond intervals in this 
case. To be specific, t0 is the starting point when N. N. begins to be-
lieve that Lincoln is President; tn-1 is one millisecond before Lincoln 
dies; tn is the time Lincoln dies. Let L be the proposition that Lincoln is 
President; B(L) the condition that N. N. believes that L; and K(L) the 
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condition that N. N. knows that L. It is reasonable to say that we have 
K(L) at t0. 

Let us consider the possible world w where Lincoln is assassinated 
one millisecond earlier at tn-1 rather than tn. In w, N. N. falsely believes 
that L on the same belief-formation method as that in the actual world, 
i.e., his memory, at tn-1. Is w a nearby possible world? I think so. There 
is at least no difference in the belief-formation method between the 
actual world and w. In both worlds, the beliefs are formed on the same 
belief-formation method, i.e., his memory. The most salient difference 
between them is that L has different truth-values: L is true at tn-1 in the 
actual world while false at tn-1 in w. However, this difference should not 
bother us. If a possible world counts as a nearby possible world only if 
the target proposition has the same truth-value as that in the actual 
world, then the safety condition would be satisfied for any true belief 
and thus the condition would be of no use in eliminating luckily true 
belief from the realm of knowledge. One might appeal to other differ-
ences between the actual world and w to exclude w from the realm of 
nearby possible worlds. However, for any such difference, we can tweak 
the example such that the actual world and w are the same or, at least, 
similar in these respects. For instance, if one thinks that Lincoln’s be-
ing assassinated one millisecond before tn makes w very different from 
the actual world where Lincoln dies at tn, we can reformulate the case 
such that Lincoln was assassinated one microsecond, one nanosecond, 
or one picosecond before tn in w. 

To clarify, this is not to say that temporal proximity suffices for mod-
al proximity. In cases where temporal proximity is not accompanied by 
violations of law or large-scale mismatch of particular facts, temporal 
proximity leads to modal proximity. For instance, w is a nearby possi-
ble world because the only difference between w and the actual world is 
that John Wilkes Booth assassinated Lincoln slightly more efficiently 
in w. In contrast, in cases where temporal proximity is accompanied by 
violations of law or large-scale mismatches of particular facts, temporal 
proximity does not lead to modal proximity. For instance, there will 
be a total Solar eclipse on September 3, 2081, at 9:07:31 (Terrestrial 
time, Central Europe) in the actual world. However, the possible world 
where the total Solar eclipse happens on September 3, 2081, at 9:07:32 
(Terrestrial time, Central Europe) is not a nearby possible world be-
cause there are either violations of law or large-scale mismatches of 
particular facts in that possible world. In sum, we have good reasons to 
think that w is a nearby possible world.

Anthony Brueckner and M. Oreste Fiocco (2002) think that, in Dead 
President, we intuitively have K(L) at tn-1 in the actual world. The prob-
lem for the safety theorists is that there is a nearby possible world, i.e., 
w, where N. N. falsely believes that L at tn-1. This is a counterexample 
for the safety account as the subject knows some proposition though 
he could easily have falsely believed the proposition (Brueckner and 
Fiocco 2002: 288). 
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In sum, nothing prevents us from counting w as a nearby possible 
world. As a consequence, we are forced to give up the safety account. Is 
there a way out for the safety theorists? The safety theorists may bite 
the bullet and deny K(L) at tn-1 in the actual world. If the only reason for 
accepting K(L) at tn-1 in the actual world is that it seems intuitive, then 
the safety theorists are ready to deny such intuition as this is what 
they usually do regarding other putative counterexamples. 

This is the stance taken by Williamson. As he writes, 
[safety] need not be determined by local properties of the basis. For instance, 
if someone continues over some time to believe that Lincoln is President on 
the basis of automatic updating, without receiving further confirmation, the 
[safety] of the basis may depend on whether Lincoln is about to be assas-
sinated. (Williamson 2008: 280) 

That is to say, N. N.’s belief that L at tn-1 is not safe because there is a 
nearby possible world, i.e., w, where Lincoln is assassinated one mil-
lisecond earlier at tn-1 such that he falsely believes that L on a similar 
basis at tn-1. In virtue of its being unsafe, N. N.’s belief that L at tn-1 
does not count as knowledge. Contrary to the intuition of knowledge 
from the anti-safety theorists, we do not have K(L) at tn-1 in the actual 
world.. Therefore, the putative counterexample for the safety condition 
is dismissed.

Once again, we seem to have a stalemate here. On the one hand, 
the anti-safety theorists argue that, because we have K(L) in at tn-1, 
safety is not a necessary condition for knowledge. On the other hand, 
the safety theorists argue that, because safety is a necessary condi-
tion for knowledge, we do not have K(L) in at tn-1. The safety theorists’ 
argument is merely a modus tollens of the anti-safety theorists’ modus 
ponens. If so, then it seems that Dead President is not in a better place 
than other putative counterexamples in the literature to resolve the 
debate. Nonetheless, I don’t think this is a dead-end for the discussion 
because the safety theorists’ move is not without some serious cost. To 
explicate this point, let us examine the anti-safety and the safety theo-
rists’ stances in turn. 

If the anti-safety theorists’ story is true, then N. N. knows that L 
until tn. Why doesn’t N. N. know that L at tn? The anti-safety theorists’ 
answer is as follows: because knowledge is factive, one cannot know 
something if it is not factive. That is to say, L’s being false at tn makes 
it the case that ~K(L) at tn.

In contrast, suppose that the safety theorists’ story is true, that is, 
N. N. does not know that L at tn-1. What makes it the case that N. N. 
does not know that L at tn-1 while he knows that L at t0? The safety 
theorists’ answer is as follows: because knowledge is safe, one cannot 
know something if one’s belief is not safe. His belief at t0 is safe but it 
becomes unsafe at some point before tn-1. 

Here comes another question: why is his belief that L at tn-1 unsafe? 
The safety theorists’ answer should be as follows: because there is a 
nearby possible world, i.e., w, where Lincoln is assassinated one mil-
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lisecond earlier at tn-1 such that he falsely believes that L on the same 
belief-formation method as that in the actual world, i.e., his memory, 
at tn-1. w’s being close to the actual world is in virtue of N.N.’s falsely 
believing that L one millisecond later at tn in the actual world. In ad-
dition, N.N.’s falsely believing that L one millisecond later at tn in the 
actual world is in virtue of L’s being false at tn. That is to say, L’s being 
false at tn, at least partly, makes B(L) unsafe at tn-1 and thus ~K(L) at 
tn-1. 

If the story unfolds somewhat differently such that Lincoln is assas-
sinated at a later time, say tn+1, in the actual world, then it turns out 
that N.N.’s belief at tn-1 is safe and thus counts as knowledge because in 
all nearby possible worlds where he believes that L, his belief is true. 
After all, given the dissimilarity between the actual world and w, w 
would not be among the nearby possible worlds.2 That is to say, L’s be-
ing true at tn, at least partly, makes B(L) safe at tn-1 and thus K(L) at tn-1.

In sum, the safety theorists’ move commits them to the idea that 
what happens (e.g., L’s being true or false) at a later time (e.g., tn) makes 
a difference to one’s epistemic status (e.g., N.N.’s knowing or not know-
ing that L) at an earlier time (e.g., tn-1). For the sake of simplicity, this 
implication might be called “future dependence.” I can understand that 
L’s being false at tn makes it the case that ~K(L) at tn since knowledge 
is factive. Nonetheless, how could L’s being false, at least partly, at tn 
make it the case that ~K(L) at tn-1, and L’s being true, at least partly, 
makes it the case that K(L) at tn-1? After all, tn is later than tn-1! It is no 
surprise for epistemic externalists to argue that one’s epistemic status 
might depend on external factors not accessible to the subject such as 
the reliability of the belief-formation methods and the environment. 
Nonetheless, the implication that one’s epistemic status might depend 
on what happens in the future is still something hard to swallow.

One might think that it is no surprise that what happens at a later 
time could make a difference to one’s epistemic status. For instance, 
suppose that we are assessing the reliability of a belief-forming process 
in its early stages. There has been only one instance of the process. In 
this case, it seems reasonable to say that its reliability depends on the 
outputs of the process in the future. Regarding this response, I would 
say that it is true that the outputs of the process in the future would 
help us to know more about its reliability. Nonetheless, whether the 
process is reliable or not and to what extent the process is reliable has 
already been determined by the facts about the belief-forming process 
as well as the environment in its early stages. Similarly, it is one thing 
to say that the head-to-tail ratio in the long run could help us to know 
more about whether a coin is a fair one; while it is another thing to say 
that whether the coin is fair or not depends on the head to tail ratio, 
in the long run, because it is intuitive to say that whether the coin is 

2 You may choose αn+j where j≥2 if you think that the interval of two milliseconds 
fails to render one’s belief at tn-1 safe.
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fair or not has already been determined by the facts about the coin as 
well as the environment before the coin has been tossed. Thus, it is 
still unclear that one’s epistemic status depends on what happens in 
the future.3 

4. Conclusion
When faced with an example such as Dead President, accepting and 
denying the intuition of knowledge in the example constitute two horns 
of a dilemma for the safety account of knowledge. If the safety theorists 
accept the intuition of knowledge, then the safety account is outright 
false. If the safety theorists deny the intuition of knowledge, then the 
safety account makes one’s epistemic status depend on what happens 
in the future. In sum, the safety account is problematic.4, 5
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The Holism of Doxastic Justification
ERHAN DEMIRCIOĞLU
Koç University, Istanbul, Turkey

I argue against the orthodox view of doxastic justification, according to 
which a belief of a given subject is justified for her just in case the sub-
ject has a good reason for the belief and she also bases the belief on that 
reason. The orthodox view is false, I maintain, because there might be 
unjustified beliefs that are based on the good reasons that support them. 
The fault lies with the ‘particularism’ of the orthodox view, which is 
why it cannot handle those cases where certain ‘holistic’ considerations 
render an otherwise justified belief unjustified. Accordingly, I argue for a 
holistic constraint on doxastic justification: whether a subject that bases 
a particular belief on a reason that supports it is justified in having that 
belief depends on what she does, cognitively speaking, with that reason 
vis-à-vis a considerable portion of her other beliefs.

Keywords: Epistemic justification; doxastic justification; epistemic 
holism; the basing relation; mental holism.

1. The Orthodox View of Doxastic Justification 
According to a widely recognized distinction, first clearly introduced by 
Firth (1978), epistemic justification comes in two kinds: propositional 
and doxastic. Propositional justification is a relation that holds between 
subjects and propositions. When a subject S has a good reason R for a 
proposition p, p is justified for S, irrespective of whether she believes 
p or not.1 When Holmes and Watson have the same pieces of evidence 

1 Surely, with the caveat that there are no defeaters (or, equivalently, the good 
reason in question is overall), which I will take for granted in what follows. And, 
here are two points about what I mean by “a reason.” First, by “a reason,” I don’t 
necessarily mean a reason that does not involve any other reasons as constituents. 
So, when a subject has, say, three different reasons that jointly (but not necessarily 
individually) support a proposition, those reasons, collectively taken, constitute a 
good reason for that proposition. Second, I take “a (good) reason” to be whatever it 
is that is a source of propositional justification, be it an experience, a belief, or what 
have you.
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jointly suggesting that the butler is guilty, the proposition that the 
butler is guilty is justified for both Holmes and Watson, irrespective 
of whether they believe it or not. However, it does not follow from the 
fact that S has R, which justifies p, and S believes p, that S’s believing 
p is justified tout court: there might still be a clear sense in which her 
believing p is not justified, a possibility that demands the recognition 
of a distinct kind of epistemic justification, viz. doxastic justification. 
If, for instance, the reason for which Watson comes to believe that the 
butler is guilty is not the evidence that he shares with Holmes but the 
butler’s “suspiciously trimmed moustache,” then there is a clear sense 
in which his believing thus is not justified (not “well-founded”), despite 
the fact that the proposition that the butler is guilty is justified for him. 
Under these circumstances, Watson’s believing that the butler is guilty 
is not doxastically justified; however, Holmes, an epitome of epistemic 
perfection, surely does not commit Watson’s (or any other) blunder and 
his believing that the butler is guilty is doxastically justified. 

What does it take for S’s believing p to be doxastically justified? 
It is uncontroversial that doxastic justification requires propositional 
justification (and not vice versa): in order for S’s believing p to be justi-
fied, S must have a good reason R to believe it. However, as Watson’s 
“suspiciously-trimmed-moustache” case illustrates, propositional justi-
fication does not suffice for doxastic justification. In addition to having 
propositional justification for p, doxastic justification requires a proper 
connection between S’s believing p and R (i.e., what makes p justified 
for her): the former must be based on the latter.2 Watson’s believing 
that the butler is guilty is not doxastically justified because it is not 
based on the good reasons he has for the belief, while Holmes’s believ-
ing is doxastically justified because it is based on those reasons. Ac-
cording to an orthodox view of doxastic justification, it is necessary and 
sufficient for S’s believing p to be doxastically justified, that p is propo-
sitionally justified for S and S’s believing p is based on what makes 
p propositionally justified for her. Briefly put, on this view, doxastic 
justification is propositional justification plus the basing relation.3 

2 There are two main competing accounts of the basing relation. On the causal 
account, the reason had by the subject for a given belief must causally initiate or 
sustain the subject’s believing in order for the subject to be justified in having that 
belief. For defenses of (some different versions of) the causal account, see Moser 
(1989), Turri (2011), and Ye (2020). And, on the doxastic account, having a meta-
belief to the effect that the reason is a good reason for the belief is either necessary 
or sufficient for the belief’s being based on the reason. For a defense of the doxastic 
account, see Tolliver (1982) and Foley (1984). In what follows, nothing much depends 
on the distinction between these different accounts of the basing relation. 

3 Turri (2010) provides a rich list of representative quotations from prominent 
epistemologists endorsing the orthodox view of doxastic justification. Here are only 
two of those. Kvanvig writes: “Doxastic justification is what you get when you believe 
something for which you have propositional justification, and you base your belief on 
that which propositionally justifies it” (2003: B1). And, Pollock and Cruz write: “To 
be justified in believing something it is not sufficient merely to have a good reason 
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The orthodox view of doxastic justification appears to be highly 
plausible. After all, one might reasonably wonder, what else can pos-
sibly be required for S’s believing p to be justified, other than it being 
the case that her believing p is based on the good reason R she has for 
it? If the reason S has for p is good, then it follows that p is justified 
for S. And, furthermore, if the reason for which S believes p is the good 
reason she has for p (that is, if she bases her believing on that reason), 
then it appears that she has all that is required for having a doxasti-
cally justified belief that p.

In what follows, I will argue that the orthodox view of doxastic 
justification is mistaken: doxastic justification cannot be conceived as 
propositional justification plus the basing relation. Before presenting 
my argument, however, I would like to first briefly point out how it dif-
fers from an influential objection raised by Turri (2010) against the or-
thodox view. On the basis of some (purported) counter-examples to the 
orthodox view, Turri argues that that view is fundamentally mistaken 
because it gets the order of explanation between propositional and dox-
astic justification wrong. A characteristic feature of the orthodox view 
is that it holds that the primary unit of justification is propositions 
(and not actual believing attitudes or, simply, beliefs) and, accordingly, 
that propositional justification is explanatorily prior to doxastic jus-
tification: a theory of epistemic justification must, on this view, first 
explain propositional justification and then explain doxastic justifica-
tion in terms of propositional justification and the basing relation. And, 
according to Turri, what makes the orthodox view vulnerable to the 
counter-examples he presents is its definitive commitment to the ex-
planatory priority of propositional justification; and, from this, Turri 
derives the conclusion that propositional justification (what it is for a 
proposition to be justified for a subject) must be explained in terms of 
doxastic justification (what it is for a subject to have a justified belief in 
a proposition) rather than vice versa. 

The argument I will offer below proceeds, like Turri’s own argu-
ment, by way of providing counter-examples to the orthodox view: 
there are, surprisingly, cases in which S is not justified in having the 
belief that p, despite the fact that S bases her belief that p on the good 
reason she has for it.4 Accordingly, I agree with Turri that, contrary to 
for believing it. One could have a good reason at one’s disposal but never make the 
connection. What is lacking (in such a case) is that you do not believe the conclusion 
on the basis of those reasons” (1999: 35–36). 

4 It is important to distinguish two different ways in which the thesis that 
doxastic justification is propositional justification plus the basing relation might be 
taken. According to one, the ‘thesis’ is a definitional truth, according to which the 
basing relation acts like a place-holder, being whatever it is that must be added to 
propositional justification in order to have doxastic justification. According to the 
other, the thesis purports to express a substantive truth, which presupposes that 
we already have a grasp, however tenuous or rudimentary it might be, of the basing 
relation, and claims that that basing relation (perhaps tenuously grasped) is what 
must be added to propositional justification in order to have doxastic justification. 
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the orthodox view, doxastic justification cannot be conceived as propo-
sitional justification plus the basing relation: propositional justification 
and the basing relation, jointly taken, are not sufficient for doxastic 
justification. However, I take the explanatory priority of propositional 
justification for granted,5 and I see no good reason to believe that my 
counter-examples below point toward anything to the contrary. As will 
become clear, the lesson straightforwardly suggested by those counter-
examples is that the orthodox view’s fault lies with its ‘particularism’ 
(or ‘atomism’), according to which whether a belief is doxastically justi-
fied is simply a matter of whether it is based on a reason that supports 
it, regardless of what the subject does, cognitively speaking, with that 
reason vis-à-vis some of her other beliefs. The upshot is that there is a 
significant holistic constraint on doxastic justification, which goes un-
noticed by the orthodox view.

This paper is hereafter divided into four sections. In Section 2, I 
present two counter-examples to the orthodox view of doxastic justi-
fication. In Section 3, I address four objections that might be raised 
against the proposed counter-examples. In Section 4, I elaborate on the 
sort of holism about doxastic justification (‘doxastic holism’) suggested 
by those counter-examples and distinguish it from some better-known 
holisms in the vicinity. Section 5 sums up the lesson.

2. Two Counter-Examples to the Orthodox View
Now, consider the following case:

Weather Belief I ask my friend, Thomas, what he thinks the weather will 
be like tomorrow. He tells me that it is going to rain tomorrow because a 
reliable weather report has just said that it is going to rain tomorrow. Then, 
perhaps out of boredom, I decide to ask him some other questions concern-
ing the weather of a more distant future, questions like “So, what will the 
weather be like two days from now? One week from now? One month from 
now?” What I come to realize after these queries is something rather unex-
pected: to each question concerning the weather of a particular future day, 

The distinction here is analogous to a distinction between warrant and justification. 
The ‘thesis’ that knowledge is true belief plus warrant is definitional, given that 
warrant acts like a place-holder, being whatever it is that must be added to true 
belief in order to have knowledge. However, the thesis that knowledge is true belief 
plus justification is substantive and, as Gettier-cases purport to show, might fall prey 
to counter-examples. Clearly, if the thesis that doxastic justification is propositional 
justification plus the basing relation is taken as a definitional truth, then it cannot 
fall prey to counter-examples. In this paper, I take it, plausibly I believe, that that 
thesis is conceived by the defenders of the orthodox view as purporting to express a 
substantive truth. 

5 For a defense of the thesis that propositional justification is explanatorily prior 
to doxastic justification, see Kvanvig (2003) and Silva (2015). It is worth mentioning 
that Silva (2015) argues that Turri’s purported counter-examples can be disarmed by 
a relatively straightforward revision of the orthodox view (namely, by endorsing that 
doxastic justification is propositional justification plus the proper basing relation). 
However, Silva’s “fix” does not work against the counter-examples I present below.



	 E. Demircioğlu, The Holism of Doxastic Justification	 17

Thomas gives the answer that it is going to rain on that day because the 
weather report has just said that it is going to rain tomorrow. For instance, 
in response to my question “what will the weather be like one month from 
now?”, Thomas says that it is going to rain one month from now because the 
weather report has just said that it is going to rain tomorrow! 

In this case, Thomas intuitively has a good reason for his belief that it 
is going to rain tomorrow (i.e., the reliable weather report) and might 
be plausibly taken as basing that belief on that reason.6 Hence, the 
orthodox view delivers the result that Thomas’s “tomorrow-weather” 
belief (i.e., the belief that it is going to rain tomorrow) is doxastically 
justified. However, contra the orthodox view, it seems clear that Thom-
as’s belief is not justified. And, this is, to a first approximation, because 
Thomas has some other “future-weather” beliefs which are also based 
on the report about tomorrow’s weather, which is evidently not a good 
reason for those beliefs. Surely, this should give us a pause. The fact 
that there are various other future-weather beliefs of Thomas’s, each 
of which is based on what the report says about tomorrow’s weather, 
appears to disqualify his tomorrow-weather belief that is also based on 
that report from being justified for him.

What might be plausibly drawn in the first instance from the Weath-
er Belief case is this: if a subject bases a significant number of her other 
beliefs on R, which does not support those beliefs, then her particular 
belief that p on R, which is a good reason for p, is not (doxastically) 
justified for her. In other words, whether a subject that bases her belief 
that p on R, which is a good reason for p, is justified in having that 
belief depends on what she does, cognitively speaking, with R vis-à-vis 
a considerable portion of her other beliefs. Hence, the general lesson is 
that there is a necessary holistic condition for the doxastic justification 
of a particular belief, which goes unrecognized by the orthodox view, 
a condition that concerns whether the subject bases some of her other 
beliefs on the reason that she bases that particular belief on.

The general lesson above drawn from the Weather Belief case can 
also be arrived at from an opposite direction. We can imagine cases in 
which a good reason R supports both p and some other propositions q, 
r, s, and so on, and also in which a given subject, basing her belief that 
p on R, does not base her beliefs that q, r, s, and so on, on R. Consider, 
for instance, the following case: 

Fortune Belief There is currently nothing in Michael’s bank account, but he 
believes that it will have at least $100000 in three years and he bases this 
belief on his well-supported belief that he will get promoted in a few months 
to a top position in the company, which annually pays $200000. Interest-
ingly, however, Michael has various other beliefs (e.g., that he will be able 
to afford his $100000 dream car in three years, that he will be in a position 

6 I don’t mean to suggest, nor do I intend to argue, that basing requires 
articulating (or even having the capacity of articulating) one’s own reasons. The case 
at hand can be suitably revised to fit the reader’s preferred account of the basing 
relation. 



18	 E. Demircioğlu, The Holism of Doxastic Justification

to lend $100000 to his brother in three years, and so on), each of which is 
as clearly supported by his promotion belief as is his future-bank-account 
belief, while he does not base them on that promotion belief. 

In this case, Michael bases his future-bank-account belief on the pro-
motion belief that supports it. Hence, the orthodox view delivers the 
result that the future-bank-account belief is justified for Michael. How-
ever, contra what the orthodox view entails, it seems clear that the 
future-bank-account belief is not justified for Michael. And, this is, to 
a first approximation, because Michael has various other beliefs that 
he does not base on the promotion belief, despite the fact that the pro-
motion belief is as clearly good a reason for those beliefs as it is for his 
future-bank-account belief. This should give us a pause. The fact that 
Michael does not base his other beliefs on the promotion belief that 
supports them appears to disqualify his future-bank-account belief 
that is supported by the promotion belief from being justified for him.

What might be plausibly drawn in the first instance from the For-
tune Belief case is this: if a subject does not base a significant number 
of her other beliefs on R, which supports those beliefs, then her particu-
lar belief that p on R, which is a good reason for p, is not (doxastically) 
justified for her. In other words, whether a subject that bases her belief 
that p on R, which is a good reason for p, is justified in having that 
belief depends on what she does, cognitively speaking, with R vis-à-vis 
a considerable portion of her other beliefs. Hence, the general lesson 
is the same as the one drawn from the Weather Belief case, viz. that 
there is a necessary holistic condition for the doxastic justification of a 
particular belief, which goes unrecognized by the orthodox view, a con-
dition that concerns whether the subject bases some of her other beliefs 
on the reason that she bases that particular belief on.

The Weather Belief case is intended to show that basing some be-
liefs on a reason that does not support them might disqualify a distinct 
belief that is based on the very same reason that actually supports it 
from being justified. And, the Fortune Belief case is intended to show 
that failing to base some beliefs on a reason that supports them might 
disqualify a distinct belief that is based on that reason that actually 
supports it from being justified.

The argument from the two cases presented for a holistic constraint 
on doxastic justification proceeds in two main steps. The first step 
is that the intuitive reaction to the cases is, I take it, that there is 
something epistemically wrong with the target beliefs of the subjects 
in question—more specifically, that those beliefs are unjustified. It is 
not merely that, in the Weather Belief case, for instance, Thomas’s 
other future-weather beliefs are unjustified but also that there is some-
thing epistemically wrong with his tomorrow-weather belief—that is, 
that that belief is unjustified. The reaction I have (and expect that 
the reader will have) is something along the following lines: “Wait! If 
Thomas has all these other future-beliefs based on the report about 
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tomorrow’s weather, that surely renders his tomorrow-weather belief 
epistemically problematic!” (or, more specifically: “Wait! If Thomas has 
all these other future-beliefs based on that report, that surely renders 
his tomorrow-weather belief unjustified!”) Furthermore, given that the 
subjects have propositional justification for their target beliefs, what is 
epistemically wrong with those beliefs must be that they are not dox-
astically justified.7 And, the second step of the argument is that what 
explains what renders the beliefs in question doxastically unjustified 
is that there is a holistic constraint on doxastic justification: what the 
subject does with a reason vis-à-vis some of her other beliefs might 
render an otherwise justified belief unjustified.

Let me now summarize the main result of this section. The orthodox 
view of doxastic justification is particularist (or atomistic) in the sense 
that it presumes that whether a particular belief is justified depends 
solely on whether its subject has a good reason for it and she bases it 
on that good reason. The presumption here is that whether a particular 
belief is justified has nothing to do with how its subject, so to speak, 
cognitively stands with respect to some of her other beliefs. However, 
the cases presented above point toward the conclusion that doxastic 
justification is holistic in the sense that whether a particular belief is 
justified for a subject cannot be decided in isolation from her cognitive 
doings with some of her other beliefs, in particular from whether she 
bases those other beliefs on a reason which supports that particular 
belief but does not support them.8

3. Objections Answered
There are four objections I want to address in this section that might 
be levelled against the cases proposed above. The first and second ob-
jections reject that the proposed cases are genuine counter-examples 
to the orthodox view as it currently stands, while the third and fourth 
objections acknowledge that they are genuine counter-examples but 
they hold that the orthodox view might be saved by a suitable revision 
preserving its particularism and nothing as dramatic as a holistic con-
straint on doxastic justification is needed.

The first objection I want to consider is the most straightforward 
one, which simply insists that in the given cases, the target beliefs that 
are based on the good reason that supports them (e.g., Thomas’s to-
morrow-weather belief) are doxastically justified, despite the fact that 
the other beliefs (e.g., Thomas’s other future-weather beliefs) are not 

7 I assume, plausibly I believe, that there are only two kinds of epistemic 
justification relevant here and that they are propositional justification and doxastic 
justification.

8 Since I believe that the general moral to be drawn from the Fortune Belief case 
is the same as the one drawn from the Weather Belief case, I will, for convenience’s 
sake, formulate my discussion below mainly only in terms of the latter. 
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doxastically justified. According to this objection, what the orthodox 
view delivers with respect to these cases is correct and, therefore, no 
revision is called for.

My response to this objection is that it is based on a misunderstand-
ing of the current dialectic. The question at issue is not what the or-
thodox view delivers with respect to the proposed cases but whether 
its deliverances are correct, and merely insisting that they are correct 
does not make them so. The intended dialectic has indeed a familiar 
thought-experimental structure, where an intuitively compelling case 
is presented against a certain view. I take it as intuitively clear that in 
the Weather Belief case, for instance, Thomas’s basing his other future-
weather beliefs on tomorrow’s weather report casts serious doubt on 
the epistemic standing of his tomorrow-weather belief: there is clearly 
something epistemically wrong with his tomorrow-weather belief, giv-
en what he does, cognitively speaking, with his other future-weather 
beliefs.9 Furthermore, I take it that the obvious explanation of what it 
is that is epistemically wrong with Thomas’s tomorrow-weather belief 
is that it is not doxastically justified (given especially that it is propo-
sitionally justified). So, it appears that the orthodox view delivers an 
intuitively false verdict for the Weather Belief case: while it seems that 
Thomas’s tomorrow-weather belief is not doxastically justified, it deliv-
ers the result that it is. A defender of the objection that the proposed 
counter-examples do not call for any revision of the orthodox view 
needs to argue either that there is nothing epistemically wrong with 
Thomas’s tomorrow-weather belief or that what is epistemically wrong 
with it has nothing to do with doxastic justification. And, I take it that 
neither claim is compelling.

The second objection maintains that the proposed cases are psy-
chologically implausible and thus fail to be genuine counter-examples 
to the orthodox view. Why would anyone act, cognitively speaking, in 
the way Thomas does? Thomas’s cognitive behavior is highly eccentric 
and hard to make sense of: human beings do not normally cognitively 
act like that. How can Thomas fail to recognize that the report about 
tomorrow’s weather is not a good reason for the belief that it is going 
to rain one month from now? Thomas’s failure is, one might insist, so 
peculiar that it is hard to take his case seriously as a genuine challenge 
to the orthodox view.

I agree with this objection that Thomas’s failure is peculiar, but it 
does not follow from this peculiarity that the Weather Belief case fails 
to be a genuine counter-example to the orthodox view of doxastic justi-

9 I suspect that some readers might be unmoved by the proposed cases, shrug 
their shoulders and maintain “Everything seems to be in order with Thomas’s 
tomorrow-weather belief!” This sort of ‘dismissive’ attitude is to be expected (as it is 
the case with many other thought-experiments in epistemology and other fields—cf. 
for instance, reactions to the fake barn cases (see Lycan 2006)), but my prediction is 
that it will be limited. I have nothing to offer in order to convince the readers that do 
not feel the pull of the proposed cases. 
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fication. The crucial point about the Weather Belief case is not whether 
it is psychologically plausible but whether its possibility is excluded by 
the orthodox view, and the answer to the latter question is no. Simi-
lar considerations apply to some famous philosophical thought-experi-
ments. The crucial point about the Knowledge Argument, for instance, 
is not whether it is psychologically plausible (e.g., not whether it is 
psychologically plausible to assume that a human being, Mary, can live 
in an isolated room, without having no visual contact with colors, for 
a very long period of time and learn, basically through reading, ev-
erything physical about colors), but whether it is possible, given what 
physicalism says about how the world is. And, its possibility, not its 
psychological plausibility, makes the Weather Belief case a genuine 
counter-example to the orthodox view.

The third objection acknowledges the intended morale of the pro-
posed cases, viz. that in the Weather Belief case, for instance, Thomas’s 
tomorrow-weather belief is doxastically unjustified; and, it builds on a 
certain diagnosis about what goes wrong in those cases. Why is it that 
the fact that the subject bases some of her other beliefs on a reason 
that does not support them disqualifies this particular belief of hers 
based on that reason, which actually supports it, from being justified 
for her? According to a proponent of the third objection, there is a plau-
sible answer to this question that is consistent with the particular-
ism of the orthodox view, which goes as follows. If a subject bases a 
significant number of some of her beliefs on R, which does not support 
those beliefs, then this indicates something significant about her bas-
ing the particular belief that p on R, which supports it, viz. that par-
ticular basing does not result from its being the case that R supports 
p.10 This is because, surely, if the subject’s basing her belief that p on 
R resulted from it being the case that R supports p, then she would not 
base those other beliefs of hers on R, which does not support them. Con-
sider a 3-year-old child who gives “4” as an answer to every multipli-
cation problem. Clearly, those answers indicate that his saying “4” in 
response to “2×2=?” does not result from (his appreciation of) the truth 
that 2×2=4. Similar considerations apply, for instance, to our subject, 
Thomas, who bases all his beliefs about future weather on what the 
report says about tomorrow’s weather. Furthermore, if the subject’s 
basing p on R, which supports p, does not result from it being the case 
that R supports p, then the belief that p is not justified for the subject. 
If, for instance, the subject’s basing p on R, which supports p, results 
from it being the case that the subject likes the sound of R, then the 
belief that p is clearly not justified for the subject. And, what explains 
why this is so is that, in such a case, what is responsible for the basing 
is not that R supports p.

And, if this diagnosis of what is wrong with, for instance, Thomas’s 
tomorrow-weather belief, is correct, then, the third objection goes, what 

10 For an extended and illuminating discussion of this idea, see Wedgwood (2006).
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fundamentally matters to the doxastic justification of that particular 
belief is not what Thomas does, cognitively speaking, with some of his 
other future-weather beliefs but whether Thomas bases that belief on 
the tomorrow’s weather report because that report supports it. Fur-
thermore, it seems that this accords well with the particularism of the 
orthodox view, and all that is needed to save the view is to strengthen 
it by adding the following constraint on doxastic justification: a sub-
ject’s belief that p is doxastically justified by R only if she bases her 
belief that p on R because R supports p. According to the proposal sug-
gested by this objection, what a subject does with some of her other 
beliefs might serve as evidence that there is something wrong with a 
particular belief of hers that is based on a reason that supports it (more 
specifically, as evidence that it is not based on the reason that supports 
it because the reason supports it), but this does not mean, the objection 
goes, that there is a holistic constraint on doxastic justification.

I believe that this ‘causal-responsibility’ diagnosis—viz. what is 
wrong with Thomas’s tomorrow-weather belief is that what is causally 
responsible for its being based on the weather report is not that the 
weather report supports the belief—is attractive and deserves careful 
attention; however, I don’t believe, unfortunately for the orthodox view, 
that it survives close scrutiny. Note that it is not clear at all how the 
epistemic support relation between a reason and a belief can be causal-
ly responsible for the latter’s being based on the former. The epistemic 
support relation appears to be causally inert and as such does not ap-
pear to be capable of being causally responsible for anything, let alone 
a belief’s being based on a reason.11 In response to this observation 
about the causal powers of the epistemic support relation, a natural 
move available to a proponent of the causal-responsibility diagnosis is 
to go ‘doxastic’ and appeal to the subject’s belief regarding the support 
relation in question (given that beliefs about the support relation can 
be causally effective even if the support relation itself cannot). Given 
this move, the causal-responsibility diagnosis amounts to this: what is 
wrong with Thomas’s tomorrow-weather belief is that what is causally 
responsible for it being based on the weather report is not that Thomas 
believes that the weather report supports the belief. Now, however, the 
obvious problem is that there is nothing in the Weather Belief case that 
excludes the possibility that what is causally responsible for Thomas’s 
tomorrow-weather belief’s being based on the weather report is that 

11 I do not take this reply that appeals to the causal inefficacy of the normative to 
be a decisive argument against the objection at hand. The point of the reply is rather 
that endorsing the objection comes with a significant cost, which is that such a move 
needs to explain how normative facts can figure in causal explanations and that it 
is not intuitively clear at all how this can be done. A thesis of the causal efficacy 
of the normative is perhaps ultimately defensible (see, for instance, Wedgewood 
(2006)) but I see it as a serious, if not deadly, bullet to bite. Thanks to an anonymous 
reviewer for pressing on this issue.
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Thomas believes that the weather report supports the belief. Thomas 
might believe that the weather report supports his tomorrow-weather 
belief, and his basing the tomorrow-weather belief on the weather re-
port might result from this supporting belief of his, despite the fact that 
he also bases his other future-weather beliefs on the very same weath-
er report. And, if this is so, then the causal-responsibility diagnosis is 
mistaken: what is wrong with Thomas’s tomorrow-weather belief is not 
what the causal-responsibility diagnosis says it is.

There is a further point I want to make against the objection at 
hand. I have just argued that the causal-responsibility diagnosis is 
mistaken; however, one might reasonably wonder whether, even if that 
diagnosis were correct, it would follow that there is no holistic con-
straint on doxastic justification. Assume, for the sake of the argument, 
that what goes wrong in the proposed cases is that what is causally 
responsible for the basing is not that the reason supports the belief. 
Now, let us raise the following question: How can we tell whether a 
given subject bases her belief that p on R because R supports p? We 
now assume that the fact that R supports p can be causally responsible 
for the fact that the subject bases her belief that p on R; however, this 
assumption surely does not entail that we can tell whether the causal-
responsibility claim in question holds in a particular case without tak-
ing a look at what the subject does with R vis-à-vis some other beliefs. 
It might well be that the only way to tell whether the subject bases 
her belief that p on R because R supports p is to check whether, for in-
stance, the subject bases some of her other beliefs on R, which does not 
support those beliefs: if she does, then we can plausibly conclude that 
what is causally responsible for her basing the belief that p on R is not 
that R supports p; and if she does not, then not. And, if the only way to 
tell whether the causal-responsibility claim holds in a particular case 
is to do such a holistic checking, then it seems reasonable to argue that 
the truth of causal-responsibility diagnosis as such does not guarantee 
the particularism of the orthodox view. Consider: if the only way to tell 
whether something is an X is, say, by figuring out whether that thing 
has blue eyes, then it seems reasonable to say that being an X is noth-
ing other than having blue eyes. In a similar vein, if the only way to 
tell whether a belief is doxastically justified is by looking at what other 
beliefs the subject bases on the reason, then it seems reasonable to say 
that what makes a belief doxastically justified is at least in part a mat-
ter of what other beliefs the subject bases on the reason. 

However, I expect that some philosophers might not be inclined to 
agree with my appeal in the previous paragraph to a sort of ‘verifica-
tionism:’ they might object that the question of what it is to be an X 
should not be conflated with the question of how one can tell whether 
something is an X. This brings me to the last point I want to make 
against the objection at hand. If the only way to tell whether the causal-
responsibility relation holds in a particular case is by doing some ‘holis-
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tic checking,’ then you can perhaps save the letter of the particularism 
of the orthodox view but not its spirit. That is to say, a proponent of the 
orthodox view might insist that doxastic justification is particularistic 
in nature while accepting that a sort of holistic checking is required to 
tell whether it obtains. I take this conception of the orthodox view as a 
serious departure from the original one, where holistic checking is ab-
sent. And, if this paper succeeds in persuading some proponents of the 
orthodox view that holistic checking is required, then I would be glad 
that it has served its purpose.12

According to the fourth, and final, objection I wish to consider, the 
cases presented in the previous section (such as the Weather Belief 
case) are best conceived as pointing at the need to impose, contra the 
causal-responsibility diagnosis examined above as well as the holistic 
thesis I propose, not a condition directly on the doxastic justification of 
a particular belief but a condition directly on its basing on the relevant 
piece of reason. According to this objection, a subject can only base her 
belief that p on R, which supports that belief, if she does not base some 
of her other beliefs on R, which does not support them. This objection 
maintains that, in the Weather Belief case, for instance, Thomas fails 
to base his tomorrow-weather belief on the report because he bases a 
significant number of his other future-weather beliefs on the report. 
The proposal that the Weather Belief case points at the need to impose 
a condition directly on the basing relation (and thereby a condition at 
one remove on doxastic justification) saves the orthodox view from the 
threat posed by that case: if Thomas fails to base the tomorrow-weath-
er belief on the report, then the orthodox view delivers the intuitively 
correct result that that belief is not doxastically justified. 

There are two points I wish to make against the move suggested by 
this objection. First, this move can only save the particularist letter of 
the orthodox view of doxastic justification but not its particularist spir-
it. The spirit of the orthodox view is particularist regarding the condi-
tions for the basing relation in that that account takes it that whether 
a particular belief is based on a reason has nothing to do with whether 
some other beliefs are based on that reason.13 However, the move at 
hand incorporates a holistic constraint on the basing relation, thereby 
sacrificing the particularist spirit. Second, placing holistic constraints 
along the lines suggested by this move on the obtaining of the basing 
relation is implausible. Whatever the correct account of the basing re-
lation eventually turns out to be, it certainly appears to be possible, to 

12 This rather extended reply of mine to objection 3 has benefited greatly from the 
critical observations of an anonymous reviewer about its previous version. I thank 
the reviewer for insightful remarks. 

13 It is worth noting here that both of the two main (namely, the causal and the 
doxastic) accounts currently available of the basing relation are particularist in this 
sense (see fn. 2 above). On both of these accounts, whether the basing relation holds 
between a reason and a belief has nothing to do with what the subject does with the 
reason vis-à-vis some other beliefs.
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be a datum if you wish, that Thomas bases both the tomorrow-weather 
belief and some other future-weather beliefs on the report about to-
morrow’s weather, something which is deemed impossible by the move 
under consideration.

4. Reflections
Having answered what I take to be the most significant objections 
against the proposed counter-examples to the orthodox view of doxastic 
justification, I would now like to further elaborate on the holistic thesis 
suggested by those counter-examples, which I henceforth call “doxastic 
holism” (“DH”). Recall that DH is the thesis that whether a subject that 
bases her belief that p on R, which is a good reason for p, is doxastically 
justified in having that belief depends on what she does with R vis-à-vis 
a considerable portion of her other beliefs.

The sort of holism proposed in this paper concerns doxastic justifi-
cation and must be carefully distinguished from holism about proposi-
tional justification (or, propositional holism). The core idea of proposi-
tional holism is that what makes a particular proposition p justified is 
not another particular proposition but a feature of the set of proposi-
tions to which p belongs. As is well-known, a straightforward kind of 
propositional holism is offered by coherentism, viz. the thesis that p is 
justified for a subject S just in case the set of propositions, which are 
available to S and of which p is a member, is coherent (to a certain 
degree).14 It must be clear that doxastic holism does not require (but is 
surely consistent with) propositional holism.15 Doxastic holism is the 
thesis that there are holistic conditions that apply to doxastic justifica-
tion, and this thesis can be true without there being holistic conditions 
that apply to propositional justification. Consider “propositional par-
ticularism,” which allows for the possibility that p might be justified 
for S despite the fact that the set of propositions, available to S and of 
which p is a member, is not coherent (to the degree deemed required 
by coherentism). The point is that doxastic holism is consistent with 
propositional particularism.

It is worth emphasizing that there are three different readings of 
the DH, and it is the weakest reading that is intended here. The strong 
DH claims that the justification for a subject of a particular belief re-

14 For defenses of coherentism, see BonJour (1985) and Lehrer (1974).
15 This is good news for doxastic holism because it means that doxastic holism 

is not necessarily vulnerable to some of the objections that might be raised against 
propositional holism. Consider the question whether we can base our beliefs on holistic 
facts about our belief sets. If the answer is no, then it follows from propositional 
holism that our beliefs cannot be doxastically justified. (Cf. Cohen (2002) and Korcz 
(2000).) And, given that doxastic justification is required for knowledge, this in turn 
would entail skepticism. So, assuming that skepticism is false, that would give us an 
excellent reason to reject propositional holism. However, surely, such an argument 
against propositional holism does not have a direct bearing on doxastic holism as 
such, given that doxastic holism does not require propositional holism.
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quires that she have some other beliefs (and also that she does not 
base those beliefs on a reason which supports that particular belief but 
does not support them). However, the weak DH imposes only a condi-
tional requirement having to do with what must obtain if the subject 
has some other beliefs (e.g. that, as the Weather Belief case is intended 
to show, if the subject has some other beliefs, then she does not base 
those beliefs on a reason which supports the target particular belief 
that she bases on but does not support them). Unlike its strong cousin, 
the weak DH does not deny that a subject that has only one belief can 
be justified in believing it (more on this below). Finally, the moderate 
DH imposes a counterfactually-strengthened conditional requirement 
having to do with what must obtain if the subject has or had some 
other beliefs (e.g., that if the subject has or had some other beliefs, then 
she does not or would not, respectively, base those beliefs on a reason 
which supports the target particular belief that she bases on but does 
not support them). The moderate DH is weaker than the strong DH in 
that it does not deny, unlike the strong DH, that a subject that has only 
one belief can be justified in believing it. And, it is stronger than the 
weak DH in that it does not exclude, unlike the weak DH, the possibil-
ity that a subject that has only one belief, based on a reason supporting 
it, might be unjustified in believing it. It is clear that only the weak DH 
is supported by the Weather Belief and Fortune Belief cases as they 
are presented,16 and by “DH,” I will henceforth mean the weak version.

Another clarificatory point I wish to make is about the qualification 
“a considerable portion” involved in the thesis. This qualification is sig-
nificant because it seems unclear whether what the subject does with 
R vis-à-vis one or two of her other beliefs, if she has any, has any un-
dermining effect on the justificatory status of her belief that p based on 
R, which is a good reason for p. For instance, it seems unclear whether 
Thomas’s basing his belief that it is going to rain one week from now 
on the report about tomorrow’s weather, taken by itself, disqualifies 
his tomorrow-weather belief based on that report from being justified 
for her. However, it seems clear that if Thomas bases a considerable 
number of his future-weather beliefs on that report, then the disquali-
fication effect takes place.17

DH is substantively different from a sort of holism about epistemic 
justification inspired by Quine’s classic “Two Dogmas of Empiricism” 
(1951) and also from the sorts of holism about the mental defended 
famously by Davidson in various works including, for instance, “Radi-

16 This does not of course mean that there are no cases in the vicinity that might 
be taken as supporting one of the other (stronger) versions of DH. I am especially 
sympathetic to the idea that the cases presented in section 2 might be rephrased in 
a way that supports the moderate DH. However, I wish to remain non-committal 
about this issue in this paper.

17 How many beliefs make up a considerable portion? Evidently, no definite 
answer is forthcoming and vagueness plagues here as it does many other areas.
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cal Interpretation” (1973). Quine maintains that “our statements about 
the external world face the tribunal of sense experience not individu-
ally but only as a corporate body” (1951: 38). According to Quinean 
holistic epistemology, the basic unit of justification is “theories” as a 
whole but not particular beliefs: evidential support relates systems of 
beliefs, but not particular beliefs, to pieces of evidence. However, the 
orthodox view I have targeted above presumes that a given subject 
might have a good reason for a particular belief and hence that evi-
dential support relates particular beliefs, but not systems of beliefs, to 
pieces of evidence. And, my argument against the orthodox view shares 
with that view these presumptions. The sort of holism I propose about 
justification is particularist in this sense. The holism of DH stems from 
the claim that whether the belief that p based on R, which supports p, 
is justified for the subject cannot be decided in isolation from her cogni-
tive doings with R regarding some of her other beliefs (if she has any). 
However, this is consistent with the sort of particularism rejected by 
Quinean holism.

Davidson defends a number of non-equivalent theses, each of which 
might be properly viewed as a sort of holism about the mental; and, 
here I will address two of those, both of which pertain to belief pos-
session. One is about what it takes to have a single belief. Davidson 
straightforwardly argues from what he takes to be the correct theory 
of individuation of concepts as components of beliefs that beliefs neces-
sarily come as “a matched set” (1982: 319) and that it thereby does not 
make sense to have only one belief. DH is about what it takes to have a 
belief that is justified and makes no commitments about the conditions 
for having a belief as such, and it is consistent both with the thesis that 
there is no such thing as a singleton belief set and with its negation. 

DH does not entail that having a single belief requires having 
many, nor does it entail that having a single justified belief requires 
having some. For all DH claims, not only might there be a subject that 
has only one belief but there might also be a subject that has only one 
belief, which is justified. DH does not deny that neither the having nor 
the justification of a particular belief requires neither the having nor 
the justification of other beliefs. It is important to note here that in 
the Weather Belief case, what makes it true that Thomas’s tomorrow-
weather belief is not justified is not that Thomas’s other future-weath-
er beliefs are not justified (on account of the fact that they are based on 
the report about tomorrow’s weather). Even if Thomas’s other future-
weather beliefs were justified, the tomorrow-weather belief would not 
be justified if those other beliefs were based on the tomorrow’s weather 
report. To see this, suppose that Thomas’s other future-weather beliefs 
are based not only on the tomorrow’s weather report, which does not 
support them, but also on some other pieces of evidence that support 
them (e.g., on some other future-weather reports). Under these circum-
stances, it is plausible to think that Thomas’s other future-weather 
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beliefs, being based both on a reason that does not support them and on 
a reason that supports them, are justified. However, it still intuitively 
seems that Thomas’s tomorrow-weather belief is not justified, given 
that Thomas bases some of his other future-weather beliefs on the re-
port about tomorrow’s weather, the sole basis of the tomorrow-weather 
belief, which does not support them.

The other Davidsonian holistic thesis I wish to consider concerns 
what it takes to have a belief set (rather than a single belief). Davidson 
argues from the conditions that a radical interpreter finds herself in 
that belief possession as well as belief attribution is subject to some 
(minimal) rationality (especially, coherence) constraints. It might be 
observed in this connection, for instance, that rather than attributing 
both the belief in a particular proposition and its negation to a subject, 
who asserts both that proposition and its negation, we tend not to at-
tribute her either. It is, for Davidson, only against the background of 
at least some degree of overall rationality had by a subject’s belief set 
that we can speak of her having a belief set at all (and a fortiori of her 
having an irrational belief). However, considerations similar to the one 
I have made in relation to the former sort of Davidsonian holism also 
apply to this sort: DH is about what it takes for a belief to be justified 
and makes no commitments about the conditions for having a belief 
set. DH is consistent both with the thesis that a belief set necessarily 
satisfies some degree of rationality and its negation.

It is worth noting that the fact that a given belief set satisfies some 
minimal rationality constraints does not guarantee that the condition 
imposed by DH on the justification of particular beliefs is thereby satis-
fied. We can imagine Thomas in the Weather Belief case, for instance, 
having a deductively consistent belief set. Indeed, nothing in the de-
scription of the Weather Belief case entails that Thomas’s belief set is 
deductively inconsistent. However, Thomas’s tomorrow-weather belief 
is not justified, which entails that satisfying some minimal rationality 
constraints does not entail that the condition imposed by DH is thereby 
satisfied. 

It might be proposed, perhaps by a tough-minded Davidsonian ho-
list, that the rationality constraints that need to be satisfied for there 
to be a belief set include inter alia the condition imposed by DH on the 
justification of particular beliefs. However, this is highly implausible. 
If this proposal were true, then the Weather Belief case as described 
would be impossible since in that case, Thomas is described as having 
a belief set one of whose members is a belief (namely, the tomorrow-
weather belief) that does not satisfy the condition imposed by DH. 
However, the Weather Belief case appears to be clearly conceivable; 
and, therefore, irrespective of the final verdict about its plausibility, 
Davidson’s insight that there are some basic rationality requirements 
for having a belief set should not be stretched to its breaking point, 
where we lose the distinction between having a belief set that satis-
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fies those rationality requirements and having a belief set all of whose 
members are justified.

DH claims that a given subject is justified in believing that p on R, 
which supports p, only if she does not base a considerable portion of her 
other beliefs on R, which does not support those beliefs. DH is not to 
be confused with the claim that a subject is justified in believing that p 
on R, which supports p, only if she does not base a considerable portion 
of her other beliefs on (a different piece of evidence) R´ which does not 
support those beliefs. DH concerns what the subject basing a particular 
belief on a piece of evidence does with that very same evidence vis-à-vis 
some other beliefs, and the latter concerns what that subject does with 
a different piece of evidence vis-à-vis some other beliefs. Evidently, DH 
is consistent both with this latter “different-evidence” claim and its de-
nial. I think (but will not argue here) that the different-evidence claim 
is implausible; however, another claim in its vicinity, sometimes at-
tributed to Davidson (e.g., by Kim (1988: 393)), is plausible, viz. that a 
subject that does not get evidential support relations right in general 
(or a subject whose cognitive “output” is not regulated and constrained 
in general by those relations) cannot be said to have a belief system.18 
Again, DH is consistent both with this “regulation-by-support-rela-
tions” claim and with its denial. 

5. Conclusion
Let me conclude by highlighting the central points that have emerged 
in our discussion. The orthodox view of doxastic justification maintains 
that basing a belief on a reason that supports it suffices for the jus-
tification of that belief. I have argued above that the orthodox view 
is false: there might be unjustified beliefs that are based on reasons 
that support them. This is because, contra what is presumed by the or-
thodox view, there is a holistic constraint on doxastic justification: the 
justification of a belief based by the subject on a reason that supports it 
depends on what she does with that reason vis-à-vis some of her other 
beliefs. The sort of epistemic holism defended in this paper, I have ar-
gued, neither entails nor is entailed by coherentism, Quinean epistemic 
holism or Davidsonian holisms about the mental. Its distinct character 
makes it, I believe, all the more interesting and its hitherto absence in 
the epistemological literature all the more curious.
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The article explores the problem of the cognitive value of thought ex-
periments (TEs) and fictions. Specifically, it deals with the claim that 
fictions have cognitive value in virtue of being (elaborate) thought experi-
ments. First, a short overview of the cognitive value of TEs is presented, 
followed by the recent findings from experimental philosophy, which cast 
doubt on the value of TEs. This is followed by an examination and re-
jection of the claim that fictions are TEs (as presented by Elgin) for two 
reasons. First, the analogy between scientific and thought experiments 
and fictions ultimately fails, as fictions contain the very variables that 
must be absent for performing successful scientific and thought experi-
ments; second, because of this and based on the research in experimental 
philosophy, fictions should bias the reader to a greater degree than TE—
this is shown to be collaborated by text comprehension research. This 
claim is further substantiated by analysing two examples of fictions, Le 
Guin’s The Matter of Seggri and her satirical piece A Modest Proposal: 
Vegempathy. Finally, a more modest claim is considered, namely that 
fictions contain TEs, which must be properly extrapolated and analysed, 
yet this leads to issues that are similar to the value of TEs debate. The 
article thus concludes that using TEs is not advisable for securing the 
cognitive value of fiction.

Keywords: Thought experiments; fiction; experimental philoso-
phy; cognitive value; text comprehension.

1. Introduction
We read fiction because we believe this is of some value to us. The val-
ues differ from person to person: some read fiction because it is a fun 
activity for them, some do it for aesthetic value, and others for altogeth-
er different reasons. However, some, if not most, people also believe 
that fiction provides an additional cognitive value. There are several 
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kinds of cognitive values in the philosophical discussion on the value 
of fiction: some argue that fiction can provide propositional knowledge, 
moral knowledge, conceptual knowledge, or psychological truths. Some 
cognitivists also argue that fiction could provide practical knowledge 
or even phenomenal knowledge (Kroon and Voltolini 2024). Nünning 
for example argues that reading fiction could “broaden our emotional 
horizon” (Nünning 2018: 49) by expanding our emotional repertoire. 
Yet there are also several concerns when it comes to the cognitive value 
of fiction: e.g., fiction could persuade people to believe in nonsense or 
change their beliefs (Nünning 2015: 43). 

This article will focus on a very narrow kind of cognitive value, 
namely philosophical knowledge similar to knowledge gained by engag-
ing in thought experiments (TEs). Two issues immediately arise: what 
kind of cognitive value (if any) do TEs provide and how do we reliably 
learn something new from something that is, by definition, fictional? 
The reason why we will focus on this specific aspect of cognitive value is 
that some authors argue that literary fiction has (cognitive) value just 
because of the similarities between fiction and TEs—either by claim-
ing that (some) works of fiction are TEs (Elgin 2014) or by arguing for 
a more modest claim that fiction can at the very least be read as TEs 
(Sorensen 1999: 223). It is thus problematic for the cognitive value of 
TEs that they are fictional, yet the fact that fictions are TEs is, on the 
other hand, used to secure the cognitive value of works of fiction. The 
issue is compounded by the fact that there remains some controversy 
on the actual value of TEs in general: Klampfer for example argues 
that because of the shortcoming of TEs, we should use “more sound 
alternatives to thought-experimentation in moral and political philoso-
phy” (Klampfer 2017: 346). This fascinating interplay between literary 
fictions and TEs is elegantly summarised by Davies: “[…] rather para-
doxically, that TE’s are fictions has been taken (by some) to call into 
question the very thing that is supposed to be established (for others) 
by the fact that fictions are TE’s!” (Davies 2010: 53).

In this article, we would like to argue that justifying the cognitive 
value of fictions by claiming that fictions are literally TEs is not a good 
strategy. We do this by presenting two arguments against this claim, 
namely that the analogy between TEs and fictions is unsuccessful, and 
that, considering the recent literature in experimental philosophy on 
TEs and research in text comprehension, it seems plausible that prob-
lems for TEs are exacerbated for fictions. We begin by offering a short 
overview of the cognitive value of TEs and the recent findings on TEs 
from experimental philosophy, focusing on morally irrelevant factors 
in TEs that nonetheless impact our intuitions in TEs. We continue by 
analysing and critically examining the argument in favour of under-
standing fictions as TEs, ultimately arguing that the argument fails. 
Based on this argument, the research in experimental philosophy, and 
the research in text comprehension, we further argue that the reasons 



	 B. Borstner, T. Todorovič, Thought Experiments, Fictions	 33

why TEs are problematic in experimental philosophy are much more 
prominent in fictions, which is why understanding literary fictions as 
TEs is not advisable. We demonstrate this with two examples of liter-
ary fictions, Le Guin’s novelette The Matter of Seggri and her satirical 
piece A Modest Proposal: Vegempathy, highlighting how the additional 
factors in fiction exacerbate the problem of biasing the reader.

In the final section, we argue that a more modest claim, namely 
that fictions contain TEs or that, at the very least, philosophers can 
extrapolate TEs from fictions, could be sufficient for securing some sort 
of cognitive value for fictions. We show this by reconstructing the TEs 
from the analysed works, demonstrating that, in terms of thought ex-
perimentation, such extrapolation offers a better starting point for the 
cognitive value of fictions by eliminating potential confounding factors. 
Despite this possibility, we remain pessimistic about the idea that we 
could justify this kind of cognitive value of fiction using TEs.

2. Cognitive value of TEs
As is often the case in philosophical problems, there seem to be two 
‘extreme’ positions or camps for a particular problem, with other po-
sitions being placed somewhere in between. The same seems to hold 
true for the cognitive value of TEs. On the one side we have Norton’s 
reductionist stance, according to which fictional scenarios in TEs are 
merely ornamental, important only in a heuristic or illustrative sense. 
TEs are “merely picturesque arguments and in no way remarkable 
epistemologically” (Norton 1996: 334). For Norton, TEs can be reduced, 
becoming nothing more than arguments “disguised in a vivid pictorial 
or narrative form” (Norton 2004: 45). The other side is represented by 
Brown (Brown 1992, 2011), according to whom TEs, and especially a 
subspecies of them, “platonic TEs,” are an autonomous source of knowl-
edge, with the help of which we can “grasp an abstract pattern” through 
“intellectual perception;” TEs are “telescopes into the abstract realm” 
(Brown 2004: 1131). The middle ground is represented by proponents 
of mental modelling (Gendler 2004; Miščević 1992, 2022; Nersessian 
1993), who argue that TEs draw upon tacit cognitive resources and 
build mental models that enable the production of new data via the 
manipulation of old data. TEs, as mental models, manipulate our cog-
nitive resources in such a way that paraphrasing them as arguments 
would result in an epistemic loss.

At the very least then, TEs have cognitive value as arguments, and 
at the most, they are “telescopes into the abstract realm.” For the pur-
poses of analysing TEs in fiction, we will presuppose the weakest claim, 
i.e., TEs are at the very least valuable as arguments (in line with Nor-
ton) but will remain open to stronger claims (like mental modelling). If 
TEs amount to anything more than arguments (mental models or pla-
tonic TEs), so much better for TEs, although we do remain sceptical of 
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this (because of the recent work in experimental philosophy described 
in the next section). Naturally, the position taken here affects the cog-
nitive value of fictions (as TEs): if TEs have cognitive value as argu-
ments and fictions are TEs, then fictions are valuable as arguments; if 
TEs have cognitive value as mental models and fictions are TEs, then 
fictions are valuable as mental models. However, as we will be arguing 
against the claim that fictions are TEs, this is not that important. 

3. TEs in Experimental Philosophy
Recent years have shown an upward trend in research doubting the 
intuitions generated by philosophical TEs (especially in ethics). For ex-
ample, Uhlmann and colleagues found that in moral scenarios where 
people are sacrificed for the greater good, the ethnicity and nationality 
of the sacrificed persons play a role (Uhlmann et al. 2009). Gino and 
colleagues find that people judge behaviour as more unethical in cases 
where the victims are identifiable than in cases where they are not 
(Gino et al. 2010), Greene argues that in the trolley case, different in-
tuitions are triggered by factors like personal force, i.e., when we have 
to push the person off the bridge, and intention to kill, i.e., killing the 
person by pushing them off the bridge instead of switching the lever 
and them dying as a side-effect (Greene et al. 2009), and there also 
seems to be a lot of evidence that TEs are vulnerable to framing effects 
(Sinnott-Armstrong 2008) and order effects (Schwitzgebel and Cush-
man 2012). As Königs writes, 

[…] people’s case-specific moral intuitions are sensitive to factors that lack 
intrinsic moral significance. We respond differently to moral scenarios due 
to the presence of (what seem to be) morally irrelevant factors, such as per-
sonal force, distance, ethnicity or nationality. (Königs 2020: 2606)

A further problem is that this does not seem to be the case only for 
laypeople, but also for professional philosophers. Even philosophers 
with relevant expertise familiar with moral dilemmas are not immune 
to framing effects (Schwitzgebel and Cushman 2015). If we take this 
research at face value, i.e., that morally irrelevant factors affect our 
moral intuitions (specifically in ethical TEs), and that even profes-
sional philosophers fall prey to such factors, then the influence of such 
(morally irrelevant) factors casts serious doubts on the cognitive values 
of judgements produced in this way. Two responses are possible: either 
we give up on the project of producing intuitions in this manner and 
get rid of thought experimentation in general or, being epistemologi-
cally informed by the results from experimental philosophy, we either 
minimize the factors that might affect our intuitions or address them 
in a different way.

The first option seems quite radical: TEs seem to be almost indis-
pensable as a philosophical tool, and thus, they, at the very least, de-
serve the benefit of the doubt. The second option seems more promis-
ing—somehow, we must address the issue. A reasonable response is to 
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minimize the confounding factors and hope that this solves the prob-
lem. However, the results are also relevant for a related discussion of 
TEs and fictions—whereas we might be able to minimize confounding 
factors in TEs, this is obviously not possible for fictions. Moreover, if 
morally irrelevant factors bias TEs, then shouldn’t they bias fictions 
to a much greater degree, thus making the claim that fictions are TEs 
that much less plausible? Such experimental results should be applied 
to this debate; at least prima facie, such problems are compounded in 
fictions—for every seemingly morally irrelevant factor in a philosophi-
cal TE, there are probably orders of magnitudes more in literary TEs. 
This can serve as an independent argument against understanding fic-
tions as TEs. Before returning to this, however, a positive case for fic-
tions as TEs must be presented.

TEs and Fiction
It should come as no surprise that TEs have inspired works of fiction; 
one only has to remember Descartes’s Evil Genius (Descartes 1984) 
or Putnam’s Brains in a Vat (Putnam 1981), which are so often used 
in comparison to The Matrix (Wachowski and Wachowski 1999). How-
ever, the opposite is also the case: indisputably, works of fiction also 
inspired TEs. Jackson, in his famous Knowledge Argument (Jackson 
1982), first presents the now less popular TE of Fred, who sees two 
different colours in cases where the rest of us see only one, e.g., Fred 
sees red1 and red2 while we only see red (or only red1), to make a simi-
lar point that he makes with the now almost infamous Mary in a black 
and white room. In the example of Fred, however, he compares the idea 
that Fred can see one extra colour to H. G. Wells’s “The Country of the 
Blind,” where the protagonist, a sighted person in the land of the blind, 
never managed to convince the population of the existence of an extra 
sense (Wells 2007). A conclusion that TEs inspire works of fiction and 
vice-versa, and that many works of fiction could potentially be used by 
philosophers in constructing new, ingenious TEs, should thus not be 
controversial. Nevertheless, The Matrix is much more than a humble 
Brains in a Vat TE, and “The Country of the Blind” surely offers more 
than just the supposed conclusion that something is wrong with physi-
calism in the mind-body problem. The main problem is therefore as 
follows: does the fact that fiction is so much more than a TE, change 
its cognitive value (provided that TEs have cognitive value in the first 
place)? Or are fictions just (more) elaborate TEs, retaining the cogni-
tive value of TEs?

Let us explore the argument in favour of the claim that fictions are 
TEs.1 Elgin presents an argument comprised of two stages. The first by 
establishing the cognitive value of TEs by analogy with scientific exper-

1 We will be using Elgin’s argument, as she has explicitly defended the view 
that fictions are TEs, while others have argued for somewhat weaker versions of the 
argument (Carroll 2002; Sorensen 1999).
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iments, and the second by establishing the cognitive value of fiction by 
analogy with TEs. Starting with a description of scientific experiments, 
Elgin (rightly) argues that experiments are not just “a mere matter of 
bringing nature indoors” (Elgin 2014: 222), but require us to isolate 
the studied phenomena from the “welter of complexities” and fix any 
variables that might change the outcome of the experiment in order to 
eliminate possible confounding factors—this enables us to determine 
the cause of the observed phenomena with a higher degree of certainty. 
This is analogous to TEs: 

[…] a thought experiment fixes certain parameters (e.g., about the relevant 
laws of nature and the supposed initial conditions), provides a description of 
the experimental situation that sets out all and only the features considered 
relevant, and works out the consequences. (Elgin 2014: 230)

Just like scientific experiments, TEs also require interpretation and 
allow multiple interpretations, which can change over time, as new evi-
dence or arguments come to light. The interpretation can also change 
because of the change in our background beliefs and tacit assump-
tions, which are two additional commonalities that both scientific and 
thought experiments share. The key commonality between scientific 
and thought experiments, however, is that both exemplify, i.e., scien-
tific and TEs offer epistemic access to examined phenomena via exem-
plification, which Elgin defines as “the relation of a sample, example, 
or other exemplar to whatever it is a sample of” (Elgin 2014: 224);2 e.g., 
fabric swatches exemplify available colours or patterns. On the other 
hand, the biggest difference between scientific experiments and TEs 
is, of course, the fact that the former are actual, whereas the latter are 
fictional. Yet this is a problem for TEs in general, whereas we are ulti-
mately interested in the cognitive value of fictions. If it turns out that 
the fact that TEs are fictional means that they have no cognitive value, 
then fictions have no value as well.3

The further analogy between TEs and fiction seems to be more prob-
lematic, though. Elgin understands fiction as elaborate TEs, which 
would endow fiction with the same cognitive value as TEs:

If an austere thought experiment can afford epistemic access to a range of 
properties and can do so in a context that is not tightly beholden to a par-
ticular theory, there seems to be no reason to deny that a more extensive 
thought experiment can do the same. […] Like an experiment, a work of 
fiction selects and isolates, contriving situations and manipulating circum-
stances so that patterns and properties stand out. It may frame or isolate 
mundane features of experience so that their significance is evident. (Elgin 
2014: 232)

However, we believe the analogy seems to break down at this point. 
Remember that one of the key similarities between scientific experi-
ments and TEs is that they both exemplify by isolating the studied 

2 See also Elgin (1999) and Goodman (1968). 
3 Nevertheless, even if this is the case, it would be hard to argue against the very 

weak claim that TEs have at least some cognitive values as arguments.
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phenomena from the “welter of complexities,” thus removing possible 
confounding factors. Yet comparing TEs and fiction, that does not seem 
to be the case. Fiction is much more than an “austere thought experi-
ment;” it is rich and full of emotional language, details, and symbolism 
that TEs obviously lack. In fact, if scientific experiments are isolating 
aspects of nature, then, by analogy, it would seem more apt to say that 
TEs isolate aspects of fiction—the argumentative parts (or the mental 
modelling parts). The emotional, symbolic, and other fictional aspects 
are thus, by analogy, the confounding factors that influence the out-
come of the experiments, which seems to imply that they should be re-
moved for epistemic purposes. So, while a skilled reader (and especially 
a philosopher) might be able to extract TEs from fiction or recognize a 
potential TE in the making, there is an important difference between 
the two; fiction is by no means austere, but rich and vibrant, evoking 
emotions, filled with symbolism, details, subplots, etc. This seems to be 
a crucial difference because in comparing natural phenomena and phe-
nomena of scientific experiments, it is the austerity of the conditions of 
scientific experiments that enables us to recognize the proper causes of 
the studied phenomena.

Egan (2016) argues in a similar fashion. He grants that fiction can 
be used as a source or inspiration for TEs—applicability claim, but 
denies that the analogies between fiction and TEs are strong enough to 
justify the cognitive value of fiction by using arguments for the cogni-
tive value of TEs—cognitivism claim, and he further (and consequent-
ly) denies that literary fictions are TEs—identity claim (Egan 2016). 
He also argues that there is an important difference between allegori-
cal and literary reading: 

Thought-experimental readings, then, are naive allegories—allegories 
whose every concrete element has an allegorical analogue at the abstract 
level—that contribute to an argument [whereas] literary reading—the sort 
of reading that seeks to maximize aesthetic pleasure—draws meaning from 
the connections between elements at the concrete level rather than finding 
meaning only at the allegorical level. These concrete particularities, then, 
cannot be straightforwardly reduced to abstract ideas. (Egan 2016: 44)

As mentioned, we do not argue that an astute reader is not capable of 
extracting a TE from fiction or recognizing a TE in fiction, just like an 
excellent scientist, due to her extensive knowledge or insight, might be 
able to recognize or isolate a phenomenon or a relevant cause in nature 
before repeating the experiment in the laboratory. Yet for it to count 
as “real” science, it must be repeated in such a setting; similarly, while 
good philosophers could recognize potential TEs in fictions, they should 
nevertheless test them in a TE setting before determining its cognitive 
value. Perhaps the additional fictional values confounded the integrat-
ed TE, just like variables in nature confound the observed phenomenon 
of the scientist. Considering the research on morally irrelevant factors 
influencing our intuitions in TEs, we should proceed with caution, be-
cause such experimental data seems to be even more relevant for the 
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value of fiction. In the following section, we would thus like to show, on 
two examples of fiction and some text comprehension research, how the 
problem of additional fictional elements makes matters much worse for 
the cognitive value of fictions as TEs.

4. A Tale of Two TEs in Le Guin’s Work
In this section, we will focus on two works by Le Guin, a novelette 
The Matter of Seggri (Le Guin 2016) and a short satirical work A Mod-
est Proposal: Vegempathy (Le Guin and Fowler 2017) which we believe 
serve to illustrate our perspective—the first being an example of a 
TE reaching the “correct” conclusion, and the second arriving at the 
“wrong” conclusion.

The Matter of Seggri
The Matter of Seggri is a novelette containing reports and memoirs 
from different people (human-like aliens and human-like planet resi-
dents) and their experiences on the planet Se-ri, all related to the 
people of Seggri. The Seggri is a women-dominated society, created by 
advanced (human-like) aliens, the Hainish, who, many years ago, colo-
nised various planets in the galaxy, occasionally genetically modifying 
the worlds (it is implied that this was done for experimental purposes). 
Ultimately, the Hainish civilisation collapsed, and the colonised worlds 
forgot about their ancestors. Nevertheless, in the future, the Ekumen, 
a coalition of advanced planets, starts to explore the galaxy, encounter-
ing the genetically modified worlds that have developed in isolation, 
but with different starting conditions. The Seggri differ from normal 
human population in that there are sixteen women for every man, and 
the story explores how such a society would function and organize it-
self:

There are sixteen adult women for every adult man. One conception in six 
or so is male, but a lot of nonviable male fetuses and defective male births 
bring it down to one in sixteen by puberty. My ancestors must have really 
had fun playing with these people’s chromosomes. I feel guilty, even if it was 
a million years ago. I have to learn to do without shame but had better not 
forget the one good use of guilt. (Le Guin 2002: 29)

The setup of the story sounds almost exactly like a TE: imagine a 
world, populated by super powerful aliens, where there are sixteen 
women born for every man—how would such a society be organised? 
How would it be different? In Le Guin’s world, this produced an almost 
segregated society, where women lived in villages, married to (some-
times multiple) women, and men lived in castles, practicing competi-
tive sports and martial arts every day. The interaction between men 
and women took place at monthly games, where men competed against 
men from other castles for prestige and privilege, and women used this 
as a source of entertainment. The winners had the privilege of going 
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to “pleasure houses,” where they served as prostitutes—the women 
picked and paid for the man they wanted, the champions, either just for 
sex or for conceiving a child. On the other hand, men were not particu-
larly smart. Education, technology, and knowledge in general was the 
domain of women; it was a society where “men have all the privilege 
and the women have all the power” (Le Guin 2002: 31). However, what 
is especially fascinating about the story is how Le Guin uses this setup 
to illustrate the justification for gender-based injustices on this planet 
and the gender-based injustices in our society. Because women are the 
ones that hold all the power, they use the same kinds of rationalisa-
tions that were (or are) used by men in our society to argue that women 
are not suited for education (or positions of power): 

They [men] aren’t allowed into the colleges to gain any kind of freedom of 
mind. I asked Skodr why an intelligent man couldn’t at least come study in 
the college, and she told me that learning was very bad for men: it weakens 
a man’s sense of honor, makes his muscles flabby, and leaves him impotent. 
“‘What goes to the brain takes from the testicles,’” she said. “Men have to be 
sheltered from education for their own good.” (Le Guin 2002: 32)

The purpose of the story is thus (among other things) to illustrate how 
effortlessly we create rationalisations that serve our narratives for pre-
serving the status quo, and to show how absurd the same kind of rea-
soning (e.g., women should be sheltered from education for their own 
good) sounds when the situation is reversed, i.e., when men are the 
ones with no access to education, yet we have the appropriate back-
ground knowledge that education is not detrimental to men (from the 
actual world). The point is further illustrated later on in the story, 
when, after the revolution, men are allowed to leave the castles, study, 
and work. Here is an excerpt from a memoir of a man that escaped the 
planet and was educated by the Ekumen:

My sister Pado broached the possibility of an apprenticeship in the clay-
works, and I leaped at the chance; but the managers of the Pottery, after 
long discussion, were unable to agree to accept men as employees. Their 
hormones would make male workers unreliable, and female workers would 
be uncomfortable, and so on. The holonews was full of such proposals and 
discussions, of course, and orations about the unforeseen consequences of 
the Open Gate Law, the proper place of men, male capacities and limita-
tions, gender as destiny. Feeling against the Open Gate policy ran very 
strong, and it seemed that every time I watched the holo there was a woman 
talking grimly about the inherent violence and irresponsibility of the male, 
his biological unfitness to participate in social and political decision-mak-
ing. (Le Guin 2002: 61–62)

Again, Le Guin uses the very same rationalisations that were used 
against women throughout actual history: hormones make female 
workers unreliable, male workers would be uncomfortable, the work-
place is not the proper place for women, women have limitations, etc. 
Combined with a story about a man that was abused and raped, yet 
eventually managed to escape such a world, the reader is easily con-
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vinced of the wrongness of the system and justifications supporting it, 
and, with a smidge of self-reflection, can recognize the same injustices 
and fallacies used to justify them in the actual world. However, the ad-
ditional value of the story does not seem to be relevant in an argumen-
tative sense; empathising with the protagonist makes us more prone to 
judge in favour of him, but this effect is rhetorical, not argumentative. 
In fact, if we would construct the story as a TE and omit the emotional 
aspects, the conclusion would still stand, but would be rhetorically less 
effective. It is hard to imagine how additional elements that the narra-
tive contains would affect our intellectual processing in anything but a 
negative (i.e., biased) way.4 Considering the fact that factors like spa-
tial distance in the drowning child TE (Musen & Greene, n.d.), personal 
force and intention in trolley cases (Greene et al. 2009), ethnicity and 
nationality (Uhlmann et al. 2009) and identifiability of victims (Gino et 
al. 2010) affect decision making in relatively austere TEs,5 what chance 
do we have to produce reliable intuitions in much richer and more com-
plex fictions, which is rife with just such factors (nationality, ethnicity, 
identifiable victims, motivations/intentions etc.). Considering this, it 
seems reasonable to predict that fictions would bias the reader to a 
much greater degree than TEs. And that seems to be exactly the case.

Even though there are not many studies on testing TE intuitions 
produced by fictions, there are plenty of studies concerning how criti-
cally readers scrutinize the presented information in fictions. And the 
results are less than promising: 

[…] the evidence indicates that for some kinds of information, readers are 
at least as likely, if not more likely, to believe what they read in fiction than 
in non-fiction, because they fail to scrutinize the information. (Friend 2014: 
227)

For example, in some studies, participants did significantly better or 
worse on exams based on the peripheral true of false statements in 
fictional stories compared to the control group (they agreed with claims 
that were consistent with the fictional stories and disagreed with 
claims that were not) (Marsh 2003; Marsh and Fazio 2006).6 In a differ-
ent study (Butler et al. 2012) participants did worse (compared to the 
control group) on questions regarding general knowledge if stories con-
tained false information and vice versa (better if they contained true 
information). A particularly alarming finding comes from Prentice and 
Bailis (1995, reported in Prentice and Gerrig 1999), where two groups 
read the same story; however, one group was told the story was fiction-
al, the other that it was not. The fiction group was significantly more 
persuaded by false statements, agreeing with statements like “Mental 

4 This kind of approach might nevertheless be useful for convincing people with 
severe cognitive dissonance, but again, the value seems to be purely rhetorical (or 
pragmatic).

5 Not to mention experiments that suggest that even cleanliness affects the 
generation of intuitions, even in professional philosophers (Tobia et al. 2013).

6 See Friend (2014) for a comprehensive overview of the literature.
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illness is contagious” if such a statement was contained in the story. On 
the other hand, the fact group was not as persuaded by the same story, 
rejecting the false information! 

The conclusions of the studies appear so strong that psychologists 
studying text comprehension speculate that the more immersive a nar-
rative is, the more likely it is that the reader will be influenced by it. As 
Friend summarises the empirical findings: “fiction presents hostile con-
ditions for acquiring empirical knowledge; but rather than increase our 
scrutiny, we may even reduce it, and this makes it more likely that we 
will accept what we read whether or not it is true” (Friend 2014: 237). 

So not only would it be unadvisable to claim that fictions have cogni-
tive value in virtue of being TEs, but this might also be straight up dan-
gerous. Considering the research on biased judgments in TEs and the 
worrying conclusions from studies on text comprehension, we should 
be instead doubly wary of anything we might learn from fiction. Even 
though examples like Le Guin’s The Matter of Seggri arrive at the cor-
rect conclusion, the steps in arriving at the conclusion cannot be philo-
sophically justified. This is especially important considering that even 
great writers (like Le Guin) sometimes just get it completely wrong. 
Consider the next example. 

The Bad – A Modest Proposal: Vegempathy
A Modest Proposal: Vegempathy, is a satirical piece by Le Guin (Le 
Guin and Fowler 2017), where she seems to be arguing that vegetari-
anism and veganism are absurd positions. We choose this example not 
to attack Le Guin, but to highlight that even great, insightful writers 
have severe blind spots and biases when it comes to defending the sta-
tus quo (e.g., Aristotle and slavery). Le Guin’s satirical proposal is that 
we should no longer be omnivores, vegetarians, or vegans, and should 
instead adopt oganism—“ingesting only the unsullied purity of the O 
[oxygen]” (Le Guin and Fowler 2017: 130). The argument presented in 
favour of such a view is a familiar one, namely that plants have feel-
ings, or a weaker claim that we do not know that plants do not have 
feelings. Suffering of living beings is thus unavoidable, so it makes no 
sense to prefer killing plants over animals, thus the vegan position is 
pointless, as they are just as hypocritical as omnivores. This can be 
presented as a TE: imagine that it turns out that plants are sentient 
(and thus, for the sake of the argument, of equal moral worth as ani-
mals)—if that is the case, is it morally permissible to continue eating 
animals? If we take this position seriously, believing that the life of an 
animal is equal to the life of a plant, then because of the second law of 
thermodynamics and general energy loss,7 it would of course still make 

7 The research of this seems to be clear now—we require vastly more resources 
and land for raising animals than plants, e.g., one of the biggest analysis of data on 
the environmental impact of nearly 40,000 farms shows that meat and dairy use 
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more sense to eat the plants directly, as we would have to kill much 
more plants to feed the animals (which we would also have to kill). 
Unless the argument is that we should inflict the maximum amount of 
death and suffering (i.e., kill as many plants and animals as possible), 
then the question of plant sentience is trivial—if we care about causing 
the least amount of harm to sentient beings, we should still be vegan 
regardless of whether plants are sentient or not.

Yet the described TE (simply imagine that plants are sentient and 
apply the situation to the ethical question of killing animals for food) 
differs from Le Guin’s satire. Here’s an excerpt:

Consider, for one moment, what plants undergo at our hands. We breed 
them with ruthless selectivity, harass, torment, and poison them, crowd 
them into vast monocultures, caring for their well-being only as it affects 
our desires, raising many merely for their byproducts such as seed, flow-
er, or fruit. And we slaughter them without a thought of their suffering 
when “harvested,” uprooted, torn living from their earth or branch, slashed, 
chopped, mown, ripped to pieces—or when “cooked,” dropped to die in boil-
ing water or oil or an oven—or, worst of all, eaten raw, stuffed into a human 
mouth and masticated by human teeth and swallowed, often while alive. (Le 
Guin and Fowler 2017: 128–129)

We can immediately notice emotional language, such as tormenting, 
breeding, and slaughtering the plants,8 followed by the final graphic de-
scription of plants getting “masticated by human teeth and swallowed, 
often while alive.” These kinds of emotions influence our interpretation 
of the TE (or an argument in general), and we know this because this is 
exactly the kind of language that some argue vegan activists should not 
be using in their advocacy for animals, e.g., tormenting, slaughtering, 
murdering, raping, etc. Considering the empirical findings regarding 
TEs in general, such as framing effects and order effects even on profes-
sional philosophers familiar with the arguments and TEs (Schwitzgeb-
el and Cushman 2015), and all the above mentioned research on text 
comprehension, we simply cannot ignore the much higher prevalence of 
such language and other emotionally charged content (e.g., empathis-
ing with the protagonist, or with plants in this case) in cases of fiction. 
This is especially evident in the discussed example because it is a rela-
tively short work (about 3 pages), with practically no (human) protago-
nists, yet it still manages to easily bias the reader in a way that would 
be “illegal” in a philosophical setting. Remember that one of the key 
steps for TE, according to proponents of mental modelling, is that the 
“contemplation of the scenario takes place with a specific purpose: the 
83% of farmland while only providing 18% of calories and 37% of protein—moving to 
a vegan diet would enable us to reduce more than 75% of farmland (area equivalent 
to the size of USA, China, EU, and Australia) and also reduce arable land by 19% 
(Poore and Nemecek 2018).

8 Ironically, when Le Guin describes cows, this kind of language is absent, even 
though it would be perfectly applicable to the dairy industry: “We can’t ask the cow’s 
opinion on being milked, although we can hypothesize that if her udder was full she 
might feel relief” (Le Guin and Fowler 2017: 130).
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confirmation or disconfirmation of some hypothesis or theory” (Gen-
dler 2004: 1155). TEs are supposed to create an environment where we 
are to come to a conclusion via critically examining and reflecting on a 
particular scenario, reaching reflective equilibrium, whereas fictions, 
empirically speaking, seem to create an environment hostile to critical 
thinking.

So even if we were to understand fiction as actual TEs, then we 
would almost definitely have to admit that because of the inherent 
emotional content of fictional TEs, they bias the reader to the degree 
that the ascription of reliable cognitive value of such TEs is impossible, 
not to mention the different “mode” of reading fiction and TEs—as the 
literature suggests, reading fiction seems to create hostile conditions 
for generating knowledge, whereas reading and thinking about TEs is 
supposed to stimulate (critical) contemplation of a scenario with the 
purpose of confirming or disconfirming a theory. Overall, whatever the 
shortcomings of TEs we mention, we must be certain that fictional TEs 
will suffer the same shortcomings, but to a much greater degree, and 
then some. We believe that Currie rightly states that:

[…] the epistemically exemplary thought experiments we find in science 
and philosophy have certain features on which their reliability depends, 
and those features are generally lacking or much attenuated in the kinds 
of fictions this book is concerned with. What I am questioning is whether 
the fictions […] have even the modest reliability we can attribute to thought 
experiments in the sciences and in philosophy. (Currie 2020: 138)

So much for the strong claim that fictions are TEs. Instead, a weaker 
claim, namely that there are TEs in fiction, but only after we properly 
extrapolate them, should be adopted.

5. Extrapolating TEs from fictions
We believe that Elgin’s (Elgin 2014) original analogy, that between 
nature and scientific experiments, is, in a modified form, a perfect fit 
for the connection between fictions and TEs. Namely, scientific experi-
ments are valuable because they exemplify, and they exemplify by iso-
lating the studied phenomena, thus removing as many confounding 
factors as possible, something that is not possible in nature. And just 
like a scientific experiment is an aspect of nature brought indoors, a 
TE could be understood as an aspect of fiction. The analogy is much 
stronger, as fictions, just like nature, contain a plurality of confounding 
factors that influence/bias the (scientific and thought) experiment. The 
only difference that remains is that scientific experiments and nature 
reside in the realm of the actual, whereas fictions and TEs reside in 
the realm of the possible. This can still accommodate some of Elgin’s 
claims. For example, when she argues that Oedipus Rex can be read 
as TE in favour of Aristotle’s hypothesis that we should not call any 
man happy until they are dead (Elgin 2019), she elaborates the claim 
by (in a sense) extrapolating such a TE from the play. To understand 
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the point (in the context of Aristotle’s hypothesis) one does not have to 
read the actual play; in fact, many would overlook the TE in the play 
because of all other fictional elements. There is nothing to lose and a 
lot to gain by extrapolation—it is not only useful in a pragmatic sense 
(reading the TE instead of the entire novel or play), but also offers, due 
to philosophical formulation and “guidelines” concerning TEs, more 
credibility from charges of biasing the reader and thus at the very least 
addresses the bias effect that fiction appears to have on us.

The examples that we discussed, Le Guin’s The Matter of Seggri 
and A Modest Proposal: Vegempathy, both contain elements that are, at 
the very least, problematic for TEs, but by extrapolation, this is easily 
rectified. For The Matter of Seggri, we can simply claim that it can be 
read as the following TE:9 

Imagine a possible world where, due to genetic factors, there are much more 
women than men, which leads to a society where women have all the power 
and scientific knowledge, whereas men serve only for procreation and enter-
tainment for women, usually in the form of playing games (Gladiator style). 
When we visit this world, we ask the women why they believe men should 
not have access to education, work, and positions of power. They reply that 
this is not the proper place for men, that the male hormonal profile is not 
suited for such work, that they would distract the women already work-
ing and studying, etc. Such justification is obviously erroneous, as we know 
from experiences from the actual world. So why does it seem (or hopefully 
only was) socially acceptable to use the same kind of reasoning for arguing 
against education, work, and positions of power for women?

This removes the unnecessary details pertinent to the thought experi-
mentation and avoids additional fictional elements that might bias the 
reader (e.g., the protagonist in the story was raped, he fell in love, was 
betrayed by the people he loved, etc.—all factors that distract from the 
TE at play). For A Modest Proposal: Vegempathy, the TE is even sim-
pler, as it is already present in some forms in public discourse regard-
ing animal ethics:

Imagine that plants feel pain and that they are as sentient as animals. If 
that were the case, would it be futile to stop killing animals for dietary pur-
poses, because we would still be killing plants?

This removes the emotional imagery presented by Le Guin, while still 
retaining the main point that she was trying to make. Accordingly, the 
reader is much less likely to be biased by such emotional pleas in form-
ing their judgment. 

Such extrapolation could avoid the pitfalls of the worrying research 
on text comprehension (albeit the worries regarding TEs, unfortunate-
ly, remain), yet still offer some cognitive value for fiction, but only after 
the claims have been suitably processed and analysed. However, for-
mulating such a view might encounter issues that are practically the 
same as the more general issues with TEs. How should the extrapola-

9 This also does not exclude the possibility that we can extrapolate distinct and 
even mutually incompatible TEs from the same work of fiction.
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tion work, what process should we use? Which details should we deem 
as relevant and which as irrelevant? As highlighted by an anonymous 
reviewer: 

If the reader can determine which nonmoral factors should play a role in the 
process of extrapolation and which should be disregarded, then the reader 
no longer needs to do the extrapolation to get the point of the story. In other 
words, knowing how to properly extrapolate the morally relevant aspects 
of the story shows that the reader already has moral knowledge (that the 
extrapolated TE should provide)—so why bother?

Of course, one could answer that perhaps philosophers are especially 
equipped for such a task, but this is exactly the same problematic claim 
that arises in the debate on TEs in general! Miščević for example ar-
gues that TEs work as mental models with specific stages, the first of 
which is the construction of the TE itself (Miščević 2017). An important 
part of the construction of the TE is to decide which aspects of the situ-
ation are relevant and which are not: 

Importance and coverage seem to allow for trade-offs: if the centrally im-
portant variables are correctly represented in TE, the construction can sur-
vive without extensive coverage of all details. On the other hand, detailed 
coverage guarantees that all central variables will be taken into account. 
(Miščević 2013: 521)

But this is problematic, as explained by e.g. Gartner. Think of the fol-
lowing analogy with cookies: the task is to write a successful recipe, 
and we have two options. We can either write the generally important 
steps without the minute details or we can write a very specific and 
exact recipe. Deciding which ingredients are the centrally important 
ones (i.e. the relevant features of TEs or the extrapolated TE in our 
instance) will vary from person to person, which is problematic. On the 
other hand, a very detailed recipe will appear extremely guided, like 
the above instances of Le Guin’s works—both stories guide the reader 
to a very specific conclusion, and there is little room for other interpre-
tations. As Gartner concludes (for ethical TEs, ETEs for short): 

[…] without details, ETEs are not useful, because every added feature could 
change the judgement or change the relevance of existing features […] and, 
consequently, change the judgement about the case, or it would be so purely 
constructed that it would be very far away from the actual world; and (ii) 
with all of the details that the thought experimenter could imagine, the 
purpose of the ETE would be that an agent (the reader) would confirm the 
constructor’s claims and not test it. (Gartner 2017: 159)

If we transfer the analogy to fictions and extrapolating TEs from fic-
tions, the problem just seems to be exacerbated—the philosopher (or 
just a general astute reader) will have already decided on what the 
result of their extrapolated TE should be. In other words, the TE that 
they would detect would be the one confirming their prior beliefs, which 
would make such extrapolation vulnerable to confirmation bias, not to 
mention the same exact problems that were listed in the third part of 
this paper. 
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Therefore, both options are problematic: if works of fiction are just 
elaborate TEs, the problems of TEs are multiplied for works of fiction, 
so the argumentation that the cognitive value of fiction is secured via 
TEs is not advisable; and if we adopt a very modest claim that we can 
extrapolate TEs from works of fiction, we run into issues that plague 
TEs in general: which aspects are relevant and which are not and who 
should decide? Overall, the prospects for using TEs as a mechanism 
for securing the cognitive value of fiction are rather grim: we believe a 
better alternative is to focus on other virtues and other kinds of cogni-
tive values, e.g. affective value (Nünning 2018), and leave TEs aside, at 
least until some central issues regarding the value of TEs are resolved, 
and reevaluate the idea at that time. 

References
Brown, J. R. 1992. “Why Empiricism Won’t Work.” PSA: Proceedings of 

the Biennial Meeting of the Philosophy of Science Association, 1992, 
271–279.

Brown, J. R. 2004. “Peeking into Plato’s Heaven.” Philosophy of Science 71 
(5): 1126–1138. https://doi.org/10.1086/425940

Brown, J. R. 2011. The laboratory of the mind: Thought experiments in the 
natural sciences (2nd ed). Abingdon: Routledge.

Butler, A. C., Dennis, N. A. and Marsh, E. J. 2012. “Inferring facts from 
fiction: Reading correct and incorrect information affects memory for re-
lated information.” Memory 20 (5): 487–498. 

Carroll, N. 2002. “The Wheel of Virtue: Art, Literature, and Moral Knowl-
edge.” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 60 (1): 3–26.

Currie, G. 2020. Imagining and Knowing: The Shape of Fiction (1st ed.). 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Davies, D. 2010. “Learning Through Fictional Narratives in Art and Sci-
ence.” In R. Frigg and M. Hunter (eds.). Beyond Mimesis and Conven-
tion: Representation in Art and Science. Springer Netherlands, 51–69. 

Descartes, R. 1984. The Philosophical Writings of Descartes. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Egan, D. 2016. “Literature and Thought Experiments.” The Journal of Aes-
thetics and Art Criticism 74 (2): 139–150.

Elgin, C. Z. 2014. “Fiction as Thought Experiment.” Perspectives on Science 
22 (2): 221–241. 

Elgin, C. Z. 2019. “Imaginative Investigations: Thought Experiments in 
Science, Philosophy and Literature.” In F. Bornmüller, J. Franzen and 
M. Lessau (eds.), Literature as Thought Experiment?. Leiden: Brill, 1–16.

Friend, S. 2014. “Believing in Stories.” In G. Currie, M. Kieran, A. Meskin 
and J. Robson (eds.). Aesthetics and the Sciences of Mind. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 227–248. 

Gartner, S. 2017. “Did a Particularist Kill the Thought Experiments?” In 
B. Borstner and S. Gartner (eds.). Thought Experiments between Nature 
and Society: A Festschrift for Nenad Miščević. Cambridge: Cambridge 
Scholars Publishing, 154–165.

Gendler, T. S. 2004. “Thought Experiments Rethought—And Reperceived.” 
Philosophy of Science 71 (5): 1152–1163.



	 B. Borstner, T. Todorovič, Thought Experiments, Fictions	 47

Gino, F., Shu, L. L. and Bazerman, M. H. 2010. 
“Nameless+harmless=blameless: When seemingly irrelevant factors in-
fluence judgment of (un)ethical behavior.” Organizational Behavior and 
Human Decision Processes 111 (2): 93–101. 

Greene, J. D., Cushman, F. A., Stewart, L. E., Lowenberg, K., Nystrom, 
L. E. and Cohen, J. D. 2009. “Pushing moral buttons: The interaction 
between personal force and intention in moral judgment.” Cognition 111 
(3): 364–371. 

Jackson, F. 1982. “Epiphenomenal Qualia.” The Philosophical Quarterly 
(1950-) 32 (127): 127–136.

Klampfer, F. 2017. “The False Promise of Thought-Experimentation.” In B. 
Borstner and S. Gartner, Thought Experiments between Nature and So-
ciety: A Festschrift for Nenad Miščević. Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, 328-348.

Königs, P. 2020. “Experimental ethics, intuitions, and morally irrelevant 
factors.” Philosophical Studies 177 (9): 2605–2623.

Kroon, F. and Voltolini, A. 2024. “Fiction.” In E. N. Zalta and U. Nodelman 
(eds.). The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2024). Meta-
physics Research Lab: Stanford University. https://plato.stanford.edu/
archives/sum2024/entries/fiction/

Le Guin, U. K. 2002. The Birthday of the World and Other Stories. Perfect-
Bound.

Le Guin, U. K. 2016. The unreal and the real: The selected short stories of 
Ursula K. Le Guin (First Saga edition). Saga Press.

Le Guin, U. K. and Fowler, K. J. 2017. No time to spare: Thinking about 
what matters. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.

Marsh, E. 2003. “Learning facts from fiction.” Journal of Memory and Lan-
guage 49 (4): 519–536.

Marsh, E. J. and Fazio, L. K. 2006. “Learning errors from fiction: Difficul-
ties in reducing reliance on fictional stories.” Memory & Cognition 34 
(5): 1140–1149. 

Miščević, N. 1992. “Mental models and thought experiments.” Internation-
al Studies in the Philosophy of Science 6 (3): 215–226. 

Miščević, N. 2013. “In Search of the Reason and the Right—Rousseau’s So-
cial Contract as a Thought Experiment.” Acta Analytica 28 (4): 509–526.

Miščević, N. 2017. “Accounting for Thought Experiments – 25 Years Lat-
er.” In B. Borstner and S. Gartner (eds.). Thought Experiments between 
Nature and Society: A Festschrift for Nenad Miščević. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge Scholars Publishing, 11–31.

Miščević, N. 2022. Thought Experiments. New York: Springer Internation-
al Publishing. 

Musen, J. D. and Greene, J. D. (n.d.). Mere Spatial Distance Weakens Per-
ceived Moral Obligation to Help Those in Desperate Need. (Unpublished 
Manuscript).

Nersessian, N. 1993. “In the Theoretician’s Laboratory: Thought Experi-
menting as Mental Modeling.” In D. Hull and M. Forbes (eds.). PSA 
1992: Proceedings of the Biennial Meeting of the Philosophy of Science 
Association (Vol. 2). Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 291–301.

Norton, J. D. 1996. “Are Thought Experiments Just What You Thought?” 
Canadian Journal of Philosophy 26 (3): 333–366.



48	 B. Borstner, T. Todorović, Thought Experiments, Fictions

Norton, J. D. 2004. “Why Thought Experiments Do Not Transcend Empiri-
cism.” In C. Hitchcock (ed.). Contemporary Debates in Philosophy of Sci-
ence. Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell, 44–66.

Nünning, V. 2015. “Narrative Fiction and Cognition.” Forum for World Lit-
erature Studies 7 (1): 41–61.

Nünning, V. 2018. “The Affective Value of Fiction Presenting and Evoking 
Emotions.” In I. Jandl, S. Knaller, S. Schönfellner and G. Tockner (eds.). 
The Affective Value of Fiction Presenting and Evoking Emotions. Biele-
feld: transcript Verlag, 29–54.

Poore, J. and Nemecek, T. 2018. “Reducing food’s environmental impacts 
through producers and consumers.” Science 360 (6392): 987–992.

Prentice, D. A. and Gerrig, R. J. 1999. “Exploring the boundary between 
fiction and reality.” In S. Chaiken and Y. Trope (eds.). Dual-process theo-
ries in social psychology. New York: The Guilford Press, 529–546.

Putnam, H. 1981. “Brains in a Vat.” In H. Putnam. Reason, Truth, and His-
tory Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1–21.

Schwitzgebel, E. and Cushman, F. 2012. “Expertise in Moral Reasoning? 
Order Effects on Moral Judgment in Professional Philosophers and Non-
Philosophers.” Mind & Language 27 (2): 135–153.

Schwitzgebel, E. and Cushman, F. 2015. “Philosophers’ biased judgments 
persist despite training, expertise and reflection.” Cognition 141: 127–
137. 

Sinnott-Armstrong, W. 2008. “Framing moral intuitions.” In W. Sinnott-
Armstrong (ed.). Moral psychology, Vol 2: The cognitive science of moral-
ity: Intuition and diversity. Cambridge: MIT Press, 47–76.

Sorensen, R. A. 1999. Thought Experiments. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.

Tobia, K., Chapman, G. and Stich, S. 2013. “Cleanliness is next to moral-
ity, even for philosophers.” Journal of Consciousness Studies 20 (11–12): 
195–204.

Uhlmann, E. L., Pizarro, D. A., Tannenbaum, D. and Ditto, P. H. 2009. 
“The motivated use of moral principles.” Judgment and Decision Making 
4: 476–491.

Wachowski, L. and Wachowski, L. (Directors). 1999. The Matrix. Warner 
Bros.

Wells, H. G. 2007. The country of the blind and other selected stories, In A. 
Sawyer and P. Parrinder (eds.). This selection. London: Penguin classics.



49

Croatian Journal of Philosophy 
Vol. XXV, No. 73, 2025 
https://doi.org/10.52685/cjp.25.73.4 
Received: September 24, 2024 
Accepted: March 18, 2025

The Relational and Doxastic 
Approach to Religious Diversity1

DANIELE BERTINI
University of Rome Tor Vergata, Rome, Italy

The main purpose of my paper is to work out an experiential notion 
of religious diversity. This means characterising religious diversity in 
terms of relational and doxastic features. Such a proposal differs from 
mainstream approaches to religious beliefs (at least from a philosophi-
cal viewpoint) because these handle the epistemic dimension of faith as a 
purely epistemic matter. On the contrary, my idea consists of highlight-
ing how the epistemic evaluation of opposing religious propositions is 
the outcome of an interpersonal process of evidence sharing wherein the 
particularities of the involved individuals matter. In the introductory 
section, I will define the topic of my paper. In the subsequent one, I will 
characterise how the mainstream approach to religious diversity and 
my own contrast. In the third section, I will develop in a few details the 
main reasons for why the epistemic approach is unsatisfactory. In the 
fourth one, I will provide a thought experiment for religious diversity, 
and I will set forth my considerations about what the thought experi-
ment shows, with a focus on issues about the epistemology of religious 
disagreements. I will conclude my paper with a brief overview of the 
main consequences of my proposal. 

Keywords: Religious diversity; epistemology of disagreement; con-
ciliationism; steadfastness; analytic philosophy of religion.

1. Introduction
The purpose of my paper is to raise several doubts about common as-
sumptions framing the debate on religious diversity. According to the 
mainstream understanding of the notion, religious beliefs are to be ad-
dressed in terms of the ordinarily assumed epistemic intuitions that 
govern the epistemological evaluation of believing. This means that 

1 Dedicated to Ginevra Zoni, my May Queen. She gives me light, and for her I 
carry my fire.
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dealing with religious beliefs involves the same conceptual analysis at 
work in any other domains of theoretical inquiry. My view is that such 
a project is questionable because religious beliefs are sui generis beliefs 
in reason of their irreducibility to a univocal meaning shared across 
different individuals engaging with them (Bertini 2020). As such, a bit 
of relational and doxastic features of religious beliefs, which are gener-
ated by the phenomenology of the assent to them, reveal relevance as 
much as purely epistemic characterisation (Bertini 2018).

Before entering in the argument, few statements on what the paper 
is concerned with and what is not. Religious diversity is a notion char-
acterising a multiplicity of very different phenomena. From societal 
and historical viewpoints, distinct religious groups of believers adher-
ing either to the same tradition or to alternative traditions may con-
flict and have social and institutional relationships due to their belong-
ing either to the same context or competing ones. From a taxonomical 
viewpoint, religions that differ in core beliefs as they are expressed 
by the frame of narratives concerning religious referential targets give 
voice to different mindsets and cultural inheritances. From a content-
of-faith viewpoint, beliefs addressing a religious object, ritual, or insti-
tutional device exhibit what individuals hold to be the case relating to 
their religious ideas.

Each of these domains of inquiry defines religious diversity in its 
terms and is concerned with specific domain-related questions. My ef-
forts will be entirely devoted to saying something about the last of the 
domains mentioned above. There is no epistemic assumption of prima-
cy towards philosophy or implicit hierarchical belief in my statement. 
Simply, as a philosopher of religion, I am interested in the truth of 
religious propositions. As a consequence, I am committed to theorising 
about what happens when individuals disagree over what they hold the 
truth of their beliefs is. Particularly, as an epistemologist of religious 
beliefs, I aim to provide the form that a rational answer to such dis-
agreements should have. I do not believe that my task is of more impor-
tance nor more informative about religious diversity than those related 
to alternative approaches: it is indeed a matter of fact that relevant 
considerations from the three different domains which I distinguished 
above can be found within the theorisations developed by the use of the 
notion of religious diversity.

In what follows, I will refer to religious diversity as means to char-
acterise the semantic issues relating to the divergent content of ap-
parently incompatible beliefs, and I will not presume to have anything 
important to say about how religious diversity is drawn in other fields 
of inquiry addressing religions. 

The peculiarity of my approach to religious diversity consists of 
characterisation of it in terms of relational and doxastic features. Such 
a proposal differs from mainstream approaches to religious beliefs (at 
least from a philosophical viewpoint) because these handle the epis-
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temic dimension of faith as a purely epistemic matter. I assent to the 
trivial claim that the epistemic dimension of faith is an epistemic mat-
ter. However, I do not accept that it is purely such an affair: the rela-
tional and doxastic features of religious beliefs play an equally relevant 
role.

2. Relational and Doxastic vs. Purely Epistemic 
Approach to Religious Beliefs
Let me begin with sketching the notions of religious affiliation and be-
lief justification that prevail in mainstream literature. Such a clarifica-
tion will help distinguish my own approach from rival ones.

Religious affiliation, first. Any tradition can be picked out by rea-
son of a doctrinal system (Pouivet 2013). Such a system is constituted 
by a set of framework propositions that express a structured world-
view. All adherents to a tradition assent to such a set of propositions 
(Alston 1992; Plantinga 1999; Harrison 2006; van Inwagen 2010). This 
implies that the religious beliefs of individuals adhering to opposing 
traditions may be dealt with by intuitions about the exclusivity of truth 
and other non exotic principles concerning how to think about the se-
mantic incompatibility of beliefs. A notable consequence of this notion 
of religious affiliation is that any individuals adhering to a tradition 
may be represented as prototypical exemplars that stand for any other 
individual adhering to that very tradition. This being the case, from an 
epistemic viewpoint, all members of a doxastic group are interchange-
able. This is exactly where the doxastic dimension of believing vanishes 
into the epistemic one. Suppose that all adherents to a tradition T give 
a literal assent to belief P. Real differences concerning how to under-
stand the content of P are obscured by the alleged epistemic stability 
of the semantic value of P. That is, according to a purely epistemic ap-
proach whichever interpretation of P which is thought to be legitimate 
in T, has the same semantic value and represents the same content.

I will now move to the notion of justification of religious beliefs in 
the face of controversy. Having a religious belief consists of taking the 
content of the relevant proposition as true. As such, believers are jus-
tified if they have reasons in support of the truth of the proposition. 
Evidence works epistemically here: believers access a body of evidence 
containing pro and contra items to their belief, assess the weight of 
each element within the body of evidence to which they have access, 
and, finally, proportionate their evaluation of the truth of the proposi-
tion to evidence. Such evaluation of evidence is computational. Accord-
ing to the two main opposing parties in the epistemology of religious 
disagreement (i.e., the steadfast view and conciliationism), if (you hold 
that) your reasons are evidentially much stronger than those of your 
adversary, you do not have any epistemic obligation to revise your 
belief. Problems arise about whether the mere fact of peer disagree-
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ment counts as contrary evidence, and how much weight such a mere 
fact should be given. While steadfast theorists think that, once certain 
epistemic requirements are met, there is no obligation to proportionate 
evidence in response to contrary beliefs (Gellman 2000; Bogardus 2013; 
Pittard 2014; Choo 2021), conciliationists hold that disagreements ask 
for such an obligation (Feldmann 2010). The relevant point is that com-
mon consensus in the epistemological literature makes little or no ap-
peal to understanding adversary views when a disagreement is fully 
disclosed, namely, to having a first-person comprehension of why your 
adversary thinks their reasons are as good as yours.

According to the above assumptions, religious beliefs are ordinary 
beliefs concerning the doxastic field of religious ideas, and religious 
diversity is a relation between the doctrinal systems of different tra-
ditions. Any approach relying on similar stipulations about religious 
affiliation and justificatory processes for beliefs is merely epistemic 
because it assumes that religious propositions have a semantic con-
tent easy to grasp, are unambiguously shared across believers, and, 
at least in principle, are subject to ordinary manners of evaluation. 
Consequently, the evidential support relation between religious propo-
sitions and facts consists simply of listing which facts (would) make the 
proposition true: whoever is epistemically positioned in the right way 
(i.e. whoever accesses all the relevant pieces of information about the 
content of the proposition) reasons simply by assessing whether the 
content of the proposition correctly represents facts. Moreover, who-
ever is in a so happy epistemic position achieves the same conclusion 
as any other epistemic agent standing in the same epistemic position. 

However, this approach to religious affiliation and justification of 
religious beliefs seems to be problematic from both empirical and nor-
mative viewpoints. First, traditions are (among other things) epistemic 
fields wherein a plurality of doxastic groups have relations of different 
kinds. Thinking about religions as homogeneous conceptual objects is 
unsupported by empirical evidence (Bertini 2019). Second, things do 
not change if the analysis focuses on the denominations of a tradition 
as objects of inquiry. Picking out a doxastic group is a matter of the fine-
ness of analysis (call a religious doxastic group any group identified in 
terms of the acceptance of a set of seminal claims; Potter 2013; Bertini 
2021). Denominations have internal diversity too (e.g., think about de-
nominational divisions in the interpretation of Vedanta within Vedan-
tin classical schools of philosophy). Third, several lively disagreements 
between denominations do not express normative disagreements relat-
ing to points of doctrine. For example, it is a common fact that people 
from different denominations may have the same fundamental beliefs. 
Consider the Christian debate concerning the Trinity: there are both 
Latin and Social Trinitarians within any Christian denominations. As 
a consequence, assenting to one or the other interpretation does not 
have any normative consequence for the religious affiliation to one or 
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the other denomination. Fourth, traditions are historical facts. Long-
standing historical facts. Interpretive efforts of framework beliefs have 
accumulated an enormous quantity of reasons, arguments, and ideas 
in the passing of time: accordingly, no human being can have real ac-
cess to full evidence (Bertini 2022). This seems to imply that any jus-
tificatory process seems mainly anecdotal, at least prima facie. By the 
notion of anecdoticity, I mean to characterise (in line with the com-
mon understanding of the term) that justification is based on personal 
reasoning and subjective experiences, random investigation, particular 
access to literature and case studies, and unsystematic appreciation of 
evidence. 

My proposal consists of highlighting how the epistemic evaluation 
of opposing religious propositions is the outcome of an interpersonal 
process of evidence sharing wherein the particularities of the involved 
individuals matter. Each of these individuals has an anecdotal under-
standing of the content of their beliefs. It follows that their reaction to 
religious diversity basically depends on such anecdotal features. In my 
view, there is a plain conclusion to draw: religious diversity is not a 
(logical) relation between the doctrinal systems of different traditions 
(or denominations); rather, it is an (interpersonal) relation between in-
dividuals. Saying that religious diversity is a relational fact means to 
express that concrete individuals are engaged in a mutual process of 
epistemic comparison. Saying that it is a doxastic fact means to refer 
to the anecdotal nature of such a process. The point I’m making is not 
that the purely epistemic approach ignores tout court the particular 
epistemic situations of any two disagreeing individuals, of course. All 
the work made in the epistemology of disagreement literature concerns 
how to handle such epistemic situations and discriminate whether 
sound epistemic requirements are met to evaluate contrary evidence. 
Rather, my point is that such epistemic work on evidence comes after 
the construal of the meaning of the beliefs on which disagreements 
arise. Disagreements between beliefs are not given apriori in the op-
position of verbal phrasing of the propositions involved. The interper-
sonal relation between individuals is the fact that originates the mean-
ing of the disagreeing propositions. This is the main reason why my 
relational and doxastic approach to religious diversity contrasts the 
purely epistemic one. The epistemic approach brackets the relational 
and doxastic features of religious diversity and jumps to an idealized 
epistemic evaluation: comparing opposing propositions consists of as-
sessing their semantic value according to the assumption that their 
literal phrasing explicitly expresses their content. Such evaluation is 
idealised because it stipulates that the content of belief can be captured 
from its propositional literal expression. On the contrary, my proposal 
argues for the claim that the required epistemic evaluation should be 
performed by starting from the relational and doxastic features of the 
relation. 
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3. Issues with Aprioricity within the Purely 
Epistemic Approach
Religious diversity is an endogenous phenomenon of religion. Any his-
torical revelation is set forth within a context of competing religious 
worldviews. It is a common pattern of canonical texts to refer to the 
preaching of a doxastic leader, whose main concern is to defend their 
view in the face of alternative understandings of the divine. The ex-
istence of a plurality of traditions is always primitively assumed as a 
matter of fact. As such, religious diversity is a constitutive feature of 
religious belief and demands an epistemic answer (among other atti-
tudes to the challenges that it poses).

From a sociological perspective, the contemporary way of experienc-
ing religious diversity is qualified by the notion of secularity. Grossly 
speaking, the traditional embedding of religion in a state, which makes 
the pair with the unchallengeability of belief in the religious target of 
the institutionalised religion, has progressively eroded from inside dur-
ing the last centuries, to the extent that the process left open the room 
for a plurality of competing beliefs (Taylor 2007). As a result, due also 
to the particular multicultural setting of modern societies, religious be-
liefs and unbeliefs are fragmented across the epistemic field within any 
doxastic context. 

Such a situation has promoted the emergence of novel approaches 
to the study of religious diversity (Warner 1993, 2008; Woodhead 2009) 
which give up the traditional church model (i.e., religious experience 
is embodied into an institutionalised community at a national level of 
analysis) for a congregational model (i.e., religious experience is em-
bodied in congregations mutually related within a religious market-
place): the qualifying feature of religious experience within nowadays 
societies is the constitutive enjoyment of relational frameworks, both 
from a theoretical and a practical viewpoint. The substantive conse-
quence of such social facts is that individuals engage in personal ways 
to experience their religious commitments and life (Cipriani 2009).2

In order to provide conceptual distinctions useful to thinking epis-
temically about religious diversity, I will now introduce a tentative tax-
onomy for the varieties of the relation. Suppose adherents to different 
religious doxastic groups meet and debate over the truth of a propo-
sition P. P is a seminal claim for one of the groups, but is denied by 
others. For example, P is the claim that there is only one divine entity 
that can be predicated of being God. In such a case, strict monotheists 
as Jews and Muslims disagree prima facie with Trinity monotheists 
like Christians or openly non-monotheists as Brahmanic Hindus (i.e., 
mainstream Hindus following Brahmanic traditions in rituals endors-

2 For reasons of space, I cannot discuss in more details these relevant issues. I 
addressed the issue of how to approach the sociological study of religion in a chapter-
length discussion in Bertini (2016). Further, I provided an extensive discussion of 
how to account for what religions are in Bertini (2019).
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ing the pluralistic pantheon of texts such as the Vedas). This provides 
an instance of global epistemic religious diversity. A further example of 
disagreement is the following (this is the interdenominational variety): 
let P be the claim that a transcendent awareness without content is the 
only existing reality, and has no proper parts. While Advaita Vedantins 
accept P, Vedantins adhering to the Viśiṣṭādvaita Vedanta school deny 
it. Finally (here is the intradenominational epistemic disagreement), P 
is the claim that the Trinity of God should be accounted for by starting 
from the notion of onefoldness. Latin Trinitarians and Social Trinitar-
ians oppose by reason of their epistemic reactions to P.

Although scholars differently construe, categorise, and address re-
ligious diversity, there is a wide consensus that such diversity (which-
ever way it is understood) is an indisputable matter of fact (McKim 
2012). Particularly, the consensus view seems to be that, even if you 
are sensitive to the fact that religious traditions cannot be reduced to 
their belief systems (e.g., denominational diversity in religion consists 
often in a difference in rituals and governmental institutions, the ac-
ceptance of the same set of seminal claims notwithstanding), the inner 
core of their diversity is always to be exemplified in terms of differing 
beliefs (independently of that they address epistemic or ritual and in-
stitutional matters).

Now, I do not question the assumption that beliefs are expressive 
of how religious individuals understand their faith. I accept that dif-
ferences in things other than beliefs (e.g., rituals, historical contexts, 
governmental institutions), are at least conceptually represented by 
differences in beliefs. However, I have a few doubts that, when one is 
reasoning about religious disagreements, this suffices to state that dif-
ferent religious doxastic groups generate, develop, and endorse incom-
mensurable religious worldviews.

My perplexities can be motivated by the following reasons:
A. The purely epistemic approach overestimates the relevance of 

global religious diversity in comparison to the other ones. As a conse-
quence, it models interdenominational and intradenominational epis-
temic diversity on features of the global variety. This being the case, 
disagreements about couples of incompatible beliefs are understood as 
expressive of opposing viewpoints on basic matters. However, this is 
hardly the case in religious diversity. Often, individuals in such a re-
lation disagree on local issues within a context of shared overlapping 
assumptions (e.g., most examples of interdenominational religious di-
versity can be traced back to this pattern). Further, beliefs stating dif-
ferent claims are in a lot of cases expressing different nuances of the 
same content (e.g., Jews, Christians, and Muslims characterise their 
God in opposing manners, nonetheless they all qualify as monotheists, 
and ground their faith on different interpretations of the same reli-
gious narratives). The moral is that people adhering to the same world-
view (i.e., assenting to the same block of framework propositions for a 
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given domain of knowledge (Malcolm 2000)) may heavily disagree over 
grounding topics notwithstanding their shared assumptions of basic 
beliefs. As such, interdenominational epistemic diversity, for instance, 
is hardly a matter concerning incompatible worldviews (e.g., the evi-
dence for this claim is that the victims of religious intolerance are often 
affiliated to the same religion as the persecutors).

B. The purely epistemic approach deals with what individuals be-
lieve in terms of their adherence to a religious doxastic group. A Jew is 
representative of Judaism, a Christian of Christianity, and so on. The 
concrete difference between individuals vanishes, and changes into a 
diversity of token and type: each individual adhering to a tradition is an 
ideal exemplar of a certain faith and differs from an individual adher-
ing to another faith in reason of the difference of types of faith to which 
they adhere. Nonetheless, that co-religionists assume univocally the 
same set of seminal claims is controversial (Bertini 2020): the history 
of any religious tradition shows that religions are doxastic battlefields 
wherein debates never come to an end (e.g., theologians and scholars in 
doctrine usually disagree on a high number of seminal topics). 

C. The purely epistemic approach tends to understand the meaning 
of a belief in literal terms (Pouivet 2013), contrary to the massive his-
torical evidence that religious thinkers within any tradition have con-
stantly defended the view that religious beliefs are not to be assumed 
literally (several Revelations consist properly in novel interpretations 
of previous religious materials).

The problem addressed by (A), (B), and (C) is that the purely epis-
temic approach qualifies religious diversity as an a priori matter, that 
is, a logical fact relying on the relation of compatibility and incompat-
ibility among beliefs. For example, if you believe that there is only one 
divine entity that can be predicated of being God, whoever accepts that 
there are three or more divine entities that can be predicated of being 
God, prima facie denies your belief; if you believe that a transcendent 
awareness without content is the only existing reality, whoever accepts 
that a transcendent awareness of something is the only existing real-
ity, prima facie denies your belief; finally, if you believe that the Trinity 
of God should be accounted for by starting from the notion of onefold-
ness, whoever holds that the Trinity of God should be accounted for 
by starting from the notion of threefoldness, prima facie denies your 
belief. What is common to all these cases is that accepting a proposi-
tion in terms of its literal meaning is not compatible with accepting a 
proposition whose literal meaning either is or involves the negation of 
the literal meaning of the first. An alethic relation of exclusion among 
the propositions occurs: they cannot be both believed at once because 
what is stated by one of them is denied by the other.

However, such understanding of diversity in religion collides with 
an unsurpassable difficulty: religious beliefs do not have a clear lit-
eral meaning, that is, they are required to be semantically analysed 
to express informative contents (I name semantic analysis the epis-
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temic procedure of attributing meaning to a proposition).3 In order to 
account for this claim (which admittedly may sound strongly contro-
versial), consider the notions of God, divine entity, and transcendent 
awareness, which occur in the contested propositions. Each of these has 
an ordinary manner of being employed in non-scholarly language (e.g., 
something in the neighbourhood of the vocabulary definitions). This 
can be equated with the prima facie understanding of such notions. 
Nonetheless, experts in religion within any tradition and denomina-
tion usually debate about the correctness of such ordinary readings 
of the notions, aim at reforming them in light of more adequate and 
legitimate interpretations of the relevant revelation, and, unavoidably, 
establish different and incompatible characterisations of them.4 For ex-
ample, soteriological degree pluralists such as Karl Rahner or Shahid 
Mutahhari assented to orthodox statements of faith and accepted their 
literal utterance, although they gave them a meaning differing from 
that which fundamentalists or exclusivists accept (Legenhausen 2013). 

This being the case, it is completely a contingent matter whether 
two religious individuals making explicit the meaning of their beliefs 
will agree or disagree. Since it cannot be established a priori which in-
terpretation of the relevant notions involved they accept, it should not 
be inferred from the prima facie reading of their belief that a concep-
tual difference occurs here (the contrary holds too: two individuals as-
senting to the same claim may mean different things). The conclusion 
follows: the notion of religious diversity in terms of the logical relations 
of compatibility and incompatibility among beliefs should not be ac-
cepted as a given. It can turn out that such a notion is too raw to have 
any theoretical virtue of capturing facts about religious disagreements.

3 My point is that, within the religious field, the relation between meanings 
and linguistic propositions is not a one-to-one function, primitively stipulated by 
literality. Meaning supervenes over linguistic proposition, in such a way that any 
proposition instantiates a plurality of divergent meanings. Literal readings are 
possibilities in the face of several other ones. My claim is then not that no literal 
reading of religious beliefs is meaningful, but that literal readings of religious beliefs 
are assessed as any other readings in terms of a semantic analysis. This implies 
that there are no primacy relations at all between literal and nonliteral readings of 
religious beliefs.

4 The history of religions provides plenty of anecdotal evidence for my claim. 
Consider the exemplary case of the establishment of the legitimate interpretation 
of Christianity during the Council of Ephesus (431 AC). The Bishops attacked those 
Christians who confessed the Nicene Creed assuming an incorrect interpretation 
of it. The problem was that “some pretend to confess and accept the Nicene Creed, 
while at the same time distorting the force of its expressions to their own opinion” 
(The Definition of Faith). Although the writers of the text understand correctness 
and incorrectness in terms of true and false readings, according to standards of the 
age, it is clear from the amount of literature which they quote, that the evidence of 
semantic indeterminacy of religious beliefs was perfectly in their view (Bertini 2018). 
A few years will pass, and the exegetical schools of spiritual readings of biblical 
inconsistent passages will flourish, and will establish nonliteral interpretations as 
common rules for making sense of ambiguity of beliefs.
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4. A Thought Experiment in Support of the Relational 
and Doxastic Approach to Religious Diversity
Regardless of whether an epistemic religious disagreement over a 
proposition P is global, interdenominational or intradenominational, 
and regardless of how such categories should be qualified, disagree-
ments over a religious proposition begin with the awareness that the 
contested beliefs challenge each other. There is an acknowledgement 
here: individuals become doxastic opponents when they are ready to 
recognise that the rival’s view provides something important to think 
about, because it offers evidence that someone satisfies their spiritual 
needs in a manner that is oblique, diverging, and far away from that 
of the other. Such a claim means to point out that, contrary to the re-
ceived approach by which disagreements provide evidence to be man-
aged on the sole basis of the epistemic contents of opposing beliefs, 
acknowledging that a belief challenges one’s views is not an apriori 
matter; rather, it is the result of a relational process engaging disagree-
ing individuals (Bertini 2021). The assumption is that religious beliefs 
propositionally represent, publicly establish, and intersubjectively give 
voice to how individuals understand their religious life. Accordingly, 
religious diversity has to do with a challenge towards one’s commit-
ments: individuals understand that they enjoy different religious ex-
periences; the representation by beliefs of such a difference questions 
their own experiences; and, consequently, people react to the fact that 
others think and live religious matters differently.

4.1. Discovering Religious Diversity
I will introduce a thought experiment to develop a few considerations 
on the epistemology of religious diversity. A methodological statement 
is required. My story is a hypothetical epistemic situation, which pro-
vides an idealised doxastic comparison between peers (although I hope 
that the idealisation is a sufficiently rich scenario for permitting the 
flow of substantive informative content). Naturally, the story is not an 
empirical one. I do not assume that individuals experiencing religious 
diversity behave as my characters do, nor that the outcomes of em-
pirical research on actual phenomena of inter-religious relations co-
here with my scenario. As usual in epistemology, my work focuses on 
a “what-if” situation, namely, what would be the rational answers to 
an epistemic issue if a given situation occurs. Consequently, my main 
concern is with plausibility: if my scenario is a real possibility, the sto-
ry can highlight which legitimate epistemic attitudes are appropriate. 
The focus is on the notion of peerhood. Elsewhere I suggested reasons 
against a few mainstream assumptions on what it is to be epistemic 
peers (Bertini 2021) by setting forth doubts in reason of their abstract-
ness and aprioristic commitments. My claim is that the richness of par-
ticularities on which the story relies can point conclusively at the ne-
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cessity of quitting apriori reasoning in religious diversity and set forth 
the way for an empirical understanding of what is epistemic peerhood.

Saul, John, and Mohammed are friends. Saul is a Jew, John a 
Christian, and Mohammed a Muslim. Sometimes they speak about re-
ligion. When they do, they are contented with thinking that they are 
all monotheists. Possibly, they hold that they all believe in the same 
God: differences in their doctrines are simply due to differences in the 
social context wherein their revelation occurred and in the history 
that has developed from then on. However, they accept that such dif-
ferences play a role in their religious affiliation. Each of them thinks 
that while the religion of the others may provide them with salvation, 
their revelation is more fit to achieving such a condition because of 
some epistemic virtues. Inclusivist readings of Judaism, Christian-
ity, and Islam (which have developed throughout the history of these 
traditions) show that my hypothesis has empirical evidence in sup-
port (Race 1986; Cohn-Sherbok 1996; Khalil 2016). In this situation, 
John, Saul, and Mohammed do not think that they experience a real 
difference in religious matters. Naturally, they are aware that their 
religious commitments are different; however, they understand such 
diversity as something relating to the surface of the issue. If they go 
in-depth, they cannot find reasons for believing that they are different 
from a religious standpoint: they have faith in the same God, they ap-
ply similar ethical codes (Küng 2002), they evaluate what is relevant 
and what is not by analogous criteria, and so on. In this scenario, none 
of them appears to be challenged by the religious beliefs of the oth-
ers. This does not imply epistemic apathy; rather, each of the three 
friends is ready to acknowledge a degree of truth to the views of the 
others. On one side, they epistemically behave in a kind of pragmati-
cal pluralism, on the other they hold that their disagreement is not a 
crucial fact challenging their faiths. However, things suddenly change 
one day. That evening, Pasolini’s movie The Gospel According to St. 
Matthew was scheduled at their favourite movie theater. None of the 
three friends ever saw the masterpiece. For this reason, John asked the 
others whether they would like to watch it with him. Naturally, they 
were positive. During the show, both Saul and Mohammed remained 
astonished. They were both fascinated by how Jesus appeared to their 
eyes: he was a real, perfect, and sublime man and the natural object of 
an unstoppable love. Nonetheless, Saul felt also disappointed by how 
Hebrew authorities are painted in the movie, and, accordingly, began 
to develop contrasting feelings about whether Jesus was so fascinat-
ing. Mohammed, for his part, had something like an epiphany: for the 
first time, he understood why his Christian friend was so attracted by 
a God who became a man. After the show, the three friends engaged 
in a fueled conversation about who Jesus was and established their 
different beliefs over the topic. From that day on, they have sunk into 
the experience of their religious diversity: their different ideas on Jesus 
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represent the different perspectives on which they focus in living their 
religiosity. What changed from the former to the latter situation is that 
now the three friends cannot confine differing beliefs on the surface: 
Saul and Mohammed have felt how appealing Christianity may be, and 
perfectly understand that it is a challenge to their faith. John has not 
stood firm either: while his friends defended their views, he reacted to 
such apologies, and became familiar with the attractiveness of their 
ideas. The direct experience of how the faith of others challenges their 
own grounds a new understanding of what their beliefs represent, and 
generates an epistemic reaction. 

4.2. Epistemic Anxiety
The basic form of religious dissent can be represented in a proposi-
tional manner. Saul claims that Jesus was a saint, but he denies that 
he showed any supernatural feature in his life; John claims that Jesus 
was the Son of God, namely, the incarnation of the second divine Per-
son of the Trinity; Mohammed claims that Jesus was the last prophet 
before the revelation of Islam, and that, although he was not the Son of 
God, a supernatural relation to God was the substance of his life.

However, such a propositional approach sets aside the essential 
of the three friends’ thought experiment: they acquired awareness of 
their theoretical disagreements by having personally enjoyed a lively 
experience of how much the beliefs of others challenge their own. Con-
sequently, the matter at issue does not simply consist of evaluating 
which of their belief is the more probable, given their evidence; rather, 
because of their uncertainty towards beliefs which they are not willing 
to give up, they are pushed to determine definitively how things stand. 

The crucial point is that they experience a kind of anxiety. From a 
psychological viewpoint, anxiety is an emotional state caused by uncer-
tainty. Basically, anxiety is a response to a threat flowing from an in-
ternal conflict generated from a plurality of incompatible imaginations 
of future scenarios. It is a modal psychological state of mind; some-
thing like randomly accessing different possible worlds wherein chal-
lenging states of affairs occur, and being incapable of managing such a 
rich realm of different and incompatible possibilities in the meantime 
(Steimer 2002). Now, when disagreements are real, namely, when they 
are first-person experiences as those enjoyed by John, Saul, and Mo-
hammed, disagreements are someway analogous with anxious states 
of mind. Indeed, an undetermined uneasy psychological state related 
to the incapability of silencing the challenge set forth by the beliefs of 
others flows from disagreements and makes dissenters unable to react 
properly to such a plurality of possible realisations, similar to what 
happens when anxiety is experienced in front of different and tortur-
ing possibilities. To a certain respect, disagreements externalise what 
anxiety internally is to one single mind. Participants in a disagree-
ment situation make it possible for others to access those alternative 
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scenarios which hold for any of them. If such participants acknowledge 
each other’s epistemic peerhood, any of them show the reasons why 
their epistemic situation is attractive. They invite others to take part 
in a lively possibility. As a consequence, epistemic anxiety acquires an 
overriding epistemic value. My favorite way to characterise such value 
consists in focusing on its normative nature: whenever individuals dis-
agree on grounding topics because of experiential access to their reli-
gious diversity, their anxiety towards the matter should incline them 
to pursue indefinite inquiry on the issue. This means that epistemic 
anxiety plays the role of a fuel of any proper process of evidence evalu-
ation between disagreeing religious individuals (who personally expe-
rienced their religious diversity).5 

4.3. The Relational and Doxastic Approach to Religious Diversity
In my view, the following are the main facts attested by the three 
friends thought experiment. First, Saul, Paul, and Mohammed cannot 
simply evade, ignore, or forget their doxastic opposition, because they 
had the experience of how much the beliefs of others challenge their 
own, and they have mutual esteem for their ability to draw correct 
evaluations concerning several important things, among which there is 
religion (remember that before the acknowledgement of their diversity, 
each of the three had a good opinion of the religiosity of the others). 
Such impossibility of bracketing the awareness that their beliefs are 
challenged is constituted by the reactive generation of religious diver-
sity: they have a certainty that their beliefs are threatened because 
they enjoyed a relevant experience (call this feature the experiential 
origin of epistemic anxiety). 

Second, the focus of their debate is not scholarly. They are not in-
tellectuals having a professional exchange of opinions. Rather, they 
are sincere religious individuals who want to be correct in their views, 
because they experienced a strong epistemic anxiety concerning the 
soundness of their beliefs. Particularly, they are not actualising glob-
al instances of religious diversity: their issue originates from a par-
ticular topic (i.e., the religious meaning of the life of Jesus) which is 

5 Quantitative sociological research attests that a common reaction to 
disagreements is steadfastness free from anxiety. Such a result depends on that 
doxastic opponents are not peers in most ordinary epistemic encounters. Imagine 
introducing in the scenario a new epistemic agent claiming that Jesus is an alien. 
Naturally enough, there would be no reason to think that such a claim would 
provoke anxiety in the three friends. The reason is that such a claim will qualify the 
new epistemic agent as a non-peer. Epistemic anxiety is the outcome of epistemic 
peerhood. Quantitative inquiries manifest steadfastness free from anxiety in inter-
religious relations because they concern non-peerhood relations. On the contrary, 
literature on relevant epistemic debates in religious matters, such as Scriptural 
Reasoning or historical cases of authentic religious debate for instance, provides 
prima facie evidence that, when doxastic opponents deal with each other as peers, 
the epistemic process of evidence sharing is moved on by attitudes which are a 
variety of what I taxonomise as epistemic anxiety.



62	 D. Bertini, The Relational and Doxastic Approach

interpreted by partially overlapping views. As such, the issue cannot 
be solved by means of a logical analysis of the doctrinal body of three 
mutually excluding religions. Rather, the focus of their inquiry is the 
way competing different understandings of Jesus’s life substantiate the 
concrete religious lives of each of the three friends, and how much each 
of these interpretations is attractive to any of the three friends (this is 
the interpersonal nature of religious diversity). 

Third, they do not have any arguments capable of persuading oth-
ers to change their view. This is a very frustrating thing: they would 
like to confirm from a cognitive viewpoint what they experientially live 
every day, but they cannot, because the others do not give their assent 
to the claims which are so essential to each of them (label this fact the 
undecidability of religious disagreements). 

Fourth, even worse is that none of them assumes to be in a better 
position than the others. Possibly, after a few debates, they can ration-
alise their dissent (I use the term rationalise according to its use in psy-
chology and sociology), and can find rest to their anxiety by deluding 
themselves to have a privileged access to evidence. However, although 
some scholars defend such an answer (notably, Plantinga 2000), this 
position is not supported by strong reasons: it is a petitio principi, 
where it is assumed that a side in a disagreement is right because ei-
ther it has better access to evidence or evaluates the available evidence 
in the correct manner (the disjunction begs the question because it as-
sumes what should be proved). I am not claiming that debates do not 
ordinarily go this way (e.g., van Inwagen 1996). Naturally, from time 
to time parties in a disagreement presume to be right because their 
position is their own. Nonetheless, even if such a move may also have a 
descriptive value, it is unmotivated from a prescriptive standpoint (call 
this epistemic symmetry between the disagreeing parties). Naturally, 
steadfast theorists relying on partisan reasoning as a basic ground for 
not conciliating do not think that standing firm is an act of rationalised 
delusion motivated by the need to stop the flow of epistemic anxiety. 
Their point is that assenting to framework propositions stipulating a 
determinate epistemic viewpoint makes an individual able to appreci-
ate precisely that evidence in support of their claims, and that, in the 
absence of conclusive reasons against such evidence, there is no reason 
to dismiss a belief which could be the right one. Nonetheless, stead-
fast theorists epistemically suggest in this way to behave in the face of 
intractable disagreements as if rationalisations of dissent is the good 
option: you accept your belief in terms of your having access to a given 
epistemic situation; you cannot be persuaded that contrary evidence is 
defeating your belief because you do not access the epistemic situation 
of your opponents; you and your opponent have no reason to dismiss 
your beliefs because none of you has the access to the evidence that 
is at the disposal of the other; the evidence is there, but you evaluate 
such evidence non challenging for reasons which are not relating to the 
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content of the controversy – simply because it is not your own, it is not 
what you can appreciate given your epistemic standpoint (van Inwagen 
2010). 

Fifth, epistemic symmetry is anecdotally experienced by religious 
individuals involved in a disagreement. That is, since each of the three 
friends anecdotally accesses evidence, none of the three friends is a 
prototypical exemplar of the tradition to which he adheres. Their epis-
temic sharing of evidence concerns particular facts, which have a par-
ticular justification.

4.4. Which Answer to Religious Diversity
The epistemological debate on disagreement has been largely shaped 
by the use of the uniqueness principle in support of conciliationism 
and permissivism in support of the steadfast view (Christensen 2009). 
Such bifurcation can certainly be relaxed in both camps. Conciliation-
ists may argue for their preferred option even in case permissiveness 
is assumed (Christensen 2007). Steadfast theorists may refer to per-
missiveness only as a supplemental reason for standing firm (Frances 
and Matheson 2024). Nonetheless, relating uniqueness to conciliation-
ism and permissiveness to steadfastness is somewhat constitutive in 
the epistemology of religious disagreements. Therefore, I will develop 
my following considerations by such assumption. Suppose that you are 
a friend of the view that a certain situation supports one epistemic 
answer alone. This being the case, whenever a disagreement occurs, 
there is only one correct position to hold. Your opponent and you are 
both epistemically competent, have comparable access to evidence, and 
cannot arrive at a decision over which belief is the sound one. Conse-
quently, you should conciliate, namely, you should withhold from as-
suming a view and suspend your judgement (Feldman 2006; Elga 2007; 
Kornblith 2010). On the contrary, suppose that you accept that more 
than one justified position is permitted by one and the same situation. 
You can then answer the disagreement by standing firm in your be-
lief: it may be that the doxastic opposition does not concern commen-
surable beliefs (Pittard 2014; Choo 2021), that being spineless does not 
favour any epistemic benefit and success (Elgin 2010), or that conciliat-
ing bootstraps the opposite view (Aikin, Harbour, Neufeld and Talisse 
2010). In any case, the steadfast view suggests being resolute towards 
your beliefs.

Apply all this to the disagreement between Saul, John, and Moham-
med. When their religious diversity was not in focus, they considered 
each other equally good religious individuals. Since their interest in 
religion is not scholarly but practical, from their mutual acknowledg-
ment that they are equally good religious individuals, it follows that 
each of them attributes a sufficient degree of capabilities in religious 
matters to the others. As a consequence, none of them can assume that 
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the others prima facie assess their evidence in the wrong way. Now, 
the core belief generating their disagreement concerns the nature of 
Jesus. They started sharing their evidence on such a topic after the 
movie show. They have interacted longly (and their debate is still go-
ing on) over how their different religious lives depend on their under-
standing of the nature of Jesus. The different characterisation of him 
is a representation of their difference in faith. Therefore, they have at 
present comparable access to the body of evidence. Nonetheless, the 
belief about the nature of Jesus is undecidable to them, that is, there 
are no conclusive arguments at their disposal to which John, Paul and 
Mohammed assent.

Conciliation is not a possibility here, contrary to the intuition that 
it could be one. If your opponent and you are equally good in epistemic 
matters, and your shared evidence is not sufficient to decide which of a 
couple of contrary beliefs is the true one, it seems rational to conclude 
that the evidence at stake is not good evidence in support of either 
conclusions. Now, John, Paul, and Mohammed are in a relation of epis-
temic symmetry to evidence (each of them accesses the same evidence 
with a comparable competency, and they nonetheless cannot provide 
definitive arguments in support of their view in the face of the objec-
tions of others), and the contested beliefs are undecidable. However, 
they cannot withhold their beliefs, due to their experiential access to 
their disagreement, and the generation of epistemic anxiety which fol-
lows it. Particularly, contrary to the purely epistemic approach to con-
ciliation assuming that undecidability depends apriori on the paucity 
of evidence in support, the relational and doxastic features of religious 
diversity show that the paucity of evidence is not an empirical charac-
ter of the disagreements generated by religious diversity. 

When each of the three friends experiences that the viewpoints of 
the others radically challenge theirs, they do not indeed access the 
epistemic fact that they have no good evidence in support of their 
claims. Rather, each of the three friends experiences that others have 
as good evidence as their own. This is the shocking outcome of their 
incapability of coming to a shared belief over Jesus. That is, the situa-
tion is not about the paucity of evidence in support. Religious disagree-
ments such as John’s, Paul’s, and Mohammed’s, are not an instance of 
a Quinean scenario wherein beliefs are evidentially underdetermined 
(Quine 1959). On the contrary, each of the three friends shows to the 
others that his way of understanding Jesus’ life is compelling, challeng-
ing, and adequately supported by good arguments and good religious 
reasons. The problem is then that there is too much good evidence, 
namely, the abundance of evidence overdetermines what the three be-
liefs about Jesus represent. When the three friends use the term Je-
sus, the sense by which they refer to Jesus is not scarcely determined; 
rather, there are many over-detailed and competing senses represent-
ing Jesus in incompatible manners, although all of these are working. 
Consequently, given that Feldman’s, Elga’s and Kornblith’s reasons for 
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conciliation rely on the paucity of evidence, their prescriptive answer 
does not apply here. 

A further reason for the inapplicability of the conciliationist pre-
scription relies on the normative nature of epistemic anxiety: doxastic 
opponents feel anxiety because they are required to answer the dis-
agreement to hold their beliefs, but they cannot do it. Anxiety is a mark 
of something going wrong with the support relation between evidence 
and belief. Particularly, while the contested beliefs are mandatory to 
each of the three friends, the experiential access to the fact that oth-
ers reasonably understand Jesus may mean that different manners to 
refer to something could provide alternative representational contents 
cohering with the same body of evidence. The suggestion is that if the 
interpersonal nature of religious disagreements generates epistemic 
anxiety, given that such anxiety arises from the experiential access to 
the reasonableness of the views of others, the interpersonal nature of 
religious disagreements is an experientially grounded reason for the 
claim that a plurality of replies to evidence are epistemically permit-
ted. 

Unfortunately, the resolute option is not more promising than the 
conciliatory. The motivations for standing firm are indeed defeated by 
the following reasons. First, John, Paul, and Mohammed cannot think 
that the views of the others are not commensurable to their own. If 
they thought this way, they would have not experienced epistemic 
anxiety. But, if they did not experience epistemic anxiety, they could 
have no reason to think that more than one response to evidence is 
epistemically permitted. Therefore: either they do not feel anxiety, and, 
accordingly, they could conciliate, or they do feel anxiety, and, accord-
ingly, they should not stand firm because of the incommensurability of 
their beliefs. As in the previous case, the purely epistemic approach to 
steadfastness cannot provide a good prediction of how real disagree-
ments behave. 

Second, I may argue that conciliationism should be opposed because 
I hold that disagreements are bearers of epistemic benefits (Elgin 2010; 
Dormadandy 2020; Bertini 2021). Nonetheless, if this is my strategy, I 
cannot endorse steadfastness either. Disagreements favour epistemic 
improvements of beliefs because they push doxastic opponents to re-
evaluate their first-order evidence and to include objections and replies 
to objections within their body of evidence. However, when this strat-
egy is pursued, the doxastic opponents decide not to stand firm, but to 
check again whether they have good reasons for their belief. Such a 
move obviously requires that each party in the disagreement is ready 
to learn from the rival one. It would be odd if someone said: I do not 
agree with you, I am right and I do not move from my viewpoint; in 
any case, let me see whether your reasons are good. I cannot see how 
it can be that my opponent is not joking, and they are willing to learn 
from me and accept that they could be wrong and I can be right. The 
relational and doxastic features of the empirically informed view of 
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religious diversity cohere with the way a disagreement may promote 
epistemic benefits to both sides of a dispute. 

Third, it is true that unilateral conciliation may cause the unde-
sired consequence that the steady party of a disagreement would find 
additional reason for standing firm: if someone conciliates in the face 
of a disagreement, the epistemic opponent refusing to conciliate seems 
to be rational in taking their evidence stronger than those in support 
to the other side, given that the other gave up their view. However, 
this fact does not constitute a real reason for steadfastness. It would be 
one if either conciliationism or standing firm were the only epistemic 
options. What really happens when individuals discover their religious 
diversity shows that a third view is on the marketplace, namely, engag-
ing in an epistemic debate on the truth of the matter.6

5. Conclusions
The main consequence of my way of modeling religious diversity is 
that apriori normative prescriptions towards how to manage religious 
disagreements should be set aside in favour of pursuing an epistemic 
process of evidence sharing. The dichotomy consists in that the for-
mer assumes that opposing beliefs reveal evidentially their contrast by 
simply stating the propositions at stake, and the latter asks for inter-
personal in-depth work on meaning. That is to say, if my description of 
how religious individuals disagree is empirically more on target than 
the purely epistemic approach, suggestions to conciliation or holding 
firm springing from apriori reasoning about the logical properties of 
incompatible beliefs should be evaluated unjustified in providing a rea-
sonable answer.

According to my proposal, although religious disagreements natu-
rally concern the truth-value of the involved propositions, namely, they 
are ultimately epistemic disputes about which of the contested proposi-
tions is the adequate representation of the matter at issue, such dis-
agreements have relational and doxastic features which cannot be left 
on the side. This means that religious diversity is not a global affair 

6 Notoriously, the Rawls-Habermas debate addresses issues in the neighbourhood 
of the hoped practical outcomes of my work (Kedziora 2019). Both working within 
a neo-Kantian setting, the two thinkers analise and criticise each other on how to 
manage the fragmentation of beliefs in contemporary societies. While my epistemic 
approach is obliquous to the socio-political focus of their debate, my considerations 
can be found in line with Habermas’ (and Apel’s) inspiring principles towards 
the construal of a theoretical ethics of discourse. Particularly, translating ideally 
generalised doxastic comparisons between groups into empirical cases of actual 
relationships between individuals is a way to fill in relations of epistemic diversity 
with contents. This also answers a possible objection to my approach, namely, the 
difficulty of generating inductive results in religious studies of diversity. Good 
epistemological practices in the face of diversity suggest focusing on empirical 
particularities and fixing controversies in mutual knowledge. Qualitative research 
is the main asset to give voice to my proposal.
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relating to the doctrinal body of competing traditions. Rather, it is a 
reactive awareness by means of which concrete individuals accept that 
their particular (i.e., anecdotal) views are challenged, and, accordingly, 
start engaging in a process of evidence sharing. This process is motivat-
ed by the willingness to make an experience of the opponent’s standing 
point. As a consequence, you cannot simply bear that someone thinks 
differently from how you do, and remain untouched by this fact: you 
should act responsibly to your belief, and begin exploring the in-depth 
binds of an interpersonal confrontation.
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Wysocki and Dominiak (2023) defend the thesis that blackmail is only 
beneficial, relatively, since the target of this offer values his secrecy 
more than the money he must pay. However, he loses absolutely, since 
the blackmailee would have been even better off if the blackmailer had 
disappeared from the scene, and/or never made his demand in the first 
place. In their view, the blackmailer is thus akin to the highwayman 
who offers you the choice of your money or your life. You value the latter 
more highly, so you “gain” by complying, but only in this relative sense. 
However you lose absolutely, since you would have been even better off 
had there been no highwayman threatening you, in the first place. This 
is in sharp contrast to the person who sells you a car. There, you gain 
in both cases: you value the auto more highly than its price, otherwise 
you would not make the purchase, and, you would not be better off if he 
disappeared. The present paper is critical of this thesis.

Keywords: Justice; Austrian economics; economic welfare; liber-
tarianism.

Wysocki and Dominiak (2023, hereafter WD) make an important con-
tribution not only to libertarian theory, but, also, to Austrian as well 
as mainstream economics. They bring new intellectual energy to the 
study of, and the interactions between, the freedom philosophy and 
the praxeological school of thought, as it pertains to welfare economics.

WD start off on the right, well, correct, foot. They state:
This paper argues—contra some Austro-libertarians—that whether a given 
exchange is welfare-enhancing or welfare-diminishing does not depend on 
whether that exchange is just or unjust, respectively. Rather, we suggest 
that in light of our two thought experiments, Austro-libertarianism has at 



72	 W. E. Block, Rejoinder to Wysocki and Dominiak

least a pro tanto reason to conceive of justice and welfare as two logically 
distinct ideals.

We don’t need any new thought experiments to establish this, how-
ever welcome, and clever, are the ones supplied by WD.1 The fact value 
distinction, that between positive and normative economics, is already 
well established within the economics literature. There is all the world 
of difference between “A causes B” and “A is justified, B is not.” How-
ever, all too often this distinction is honored more in the breach than 
in any other way, so, hats off to these authors for reminding us of this 
important understanding.2

However, from this foundation of political economy, WD “… predict 
the possibility of (a) just but welfare-diminishing exchanges and (b) 
unjust but welfare-enhancing ones.” Here, I fear, they go astray.

In this regard they mention the following quote from Rothbard:
It so happens that the free-market economy, and the specialization and divi-
sion of labor it implies, is by far the most productive form of economy known 
to man, and has been responsible for industrialization and for the modern 
economy on which civilization has been built. This is a fortunate utilitarian 
result of the free market, but it is not, to the libertarian, the prime reason 
for his support of this system. That prime reason is moral and is rooted 
in the natural-rights defense of private property we have developed above. 
Even if a society of despotism and systematic invasion of rights could be 
shown to be more productive than what Adam Smith called ‘the system of 
natural liberty,’ the libertarian would support this system. Fortunately, as 
in so many other areas, the utilitarian and the moral, natural rights and 
general prosperity, go hand in hand. (Rothbard 2006: 48–49)

Here, I must depart from Rothbard. In my view, it would be logically 
impossible for “a society of despotism and systematic invasion of rights 
… to be more productive than” laissez faire capitalism. For under the 
latter regime, each and every commercial interaction necessarily en-
hances economic welfare at least in the ex ante sense.3 This includes 
buying, selling, trading, bartering, investing, gift giving, etc. In each 
case, all parties to the transaction expect to be made better off by en-
gaging in it, otherwise they would scarcely agree to do so. Nor is there 
any other system that can truthfully make this claim. Certainly, when 
rights are violated, at least one person, the victim, necessarily loses by 
the interaction.

1 See on this below.
2 Our authors use the phrase “Austro-libertarians.” Strictly speaking, this is a 

violation of the normative positive distinction, as the former deals with facts, cause 
and effect, etc., while the latter focuses on rights. However, this phrase is so well-
entrenched in the literature, I use it myself, that I can hardly blame them for so 
doing. My interpretation of this phrase is that it is simply a short hand version of 
characterizing those who support both Austrian economics and libertarianism. Just 
because facts are philosophically different from values does not mean we cannot 
have views on both.

3 And very often ex post as well, although this is not a necessary condition of the 
system. 
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It is puzzling that Rothbard takes this position since his own Una-
nimity Rule has it that “[w]e can only say that ‘social welfare’ (or bet-
ter, ‘social utility’) has increased due to a change, if no individual is 
worse off because of the change (and at least one is better off)” (Roth-
bard 2011: 23).

One possible counterexample is the harm of automation. The com-
puter comes along, and pretty much bankrupts all producers and sell-
ers of typewriters.4 The response is that these people are no longer 
part of the market. They are not able, any more, to make an offer other 
people find attractive. I now offer you, gentle reader, this here pencil 
for the designed to sell price of one million dollars. What? No takers? 
Does this mean I am a market participant who is worse off? No. I am 
not a market participant at all, defined as someone who can find some-
one else to interact with, commercially.

Another possible counterexample is pollution. A produces steel and 
sells it to B. But C is harmed by the pollutants A places into the air, 
and into his lungs. The best refutation of this claim against the market 
is Rothbard (Rothbard 1982a: 152), who demonstrates that this is a 
trespass of private property rights, and not an aspect of the free enter-
prise system at all.

It is clear that WD are onto something important when they write 
that “(1) the free market always increases social utility and that (2) 
no governmental intervention can ever increase it. In other words, the 
above two statements have it that just exchanges are always mutually 
beneficial and that unjust exchanges can never be welfare enhancing.”

Unhappily, their paper, instead, “… makes a positive argument for 
market inefficiencies and mutually beneficial injustices, and hence for 
the position that justice and welfare should constitute two independent 
ideals within the Austro-libertarian framework. This in turn predicts 
that there can indeed be (a) just but welfare-diminishing exchanges 
and (b) unjust but welfare-enhancing ones.”

We wait with baited breath for these authors to show that “Just 
exchanges are not necessarily welfare-increasing.” They make this 
attempt starting with the highwayman example, who demands your 
money at the point of a gun and threatens to kill you if you resist. You 
pay, since you value your life more than the money.5 Our authors say 
of this situation: “… the recipient seems to be rendered worse off when 
compared to the situation in which the gunman would have nothing to 
do with the recipient at all.”

Nothing to do with? But there are lots of other cases, where justice 
prevails, and yet there is indeed a loss in utility of this sort. Competi-
tion for example. A and B compete for the custom of C. A wins. B loses 
out.

4 Other examples immediately come to mind regarding the computer, the horse 
and buggy industry, cameras, etc.

5 Comedian Jack Benny whose schtick was that he was a miser, when confronted 
with this choice would whine in response: “I’m thinking, I’m thinking.”
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Yes, in Nozick’s (Nozick 1974: 84) drop dead theory, blackmail is 
“non-productive.” The blackmailee would be better off if the blackmail-
er didn’t exist, or didn’t know his secret. B would be better off if A didn’t 
exist. But it is productive when the blackmailee pays for silence.6

You would be better off if your neighbor and the big tree on his prop-
erty that keeps growing and now blocks your view didn’t exist. But he, 
and it, does. So, is it productive when you pay him to shorten the height 
of his tree so you can have a better view? Sure it is. Yet, according to 
WD, while this is a just contract, it is not welfare enhancing. I find it 
difficult to understand why it is not productive, not mutually beneficial. 
Certainly it is justified for the neighbor to have a big tree, or even a 
spite fence, on his property. 

Take another case. You are dating a girl. She has a younger brother. 
You would just as soon as he would disappear over the hill, so that you 
can have more quality time with your lady friend. So you spring for a 
movie, dinner, popcorn, whatever it takes, for the young lad. This is 
certainly a productive exchange on your part. You regard his absence 
as of far more value to you than the cost of the film and some food. 
Yet, he has done nothing wrong just by being at home while you wish 
he were away. In the view of WD, again, this is a non-productive ex-
change, only beneficial in the relative but not the absolute sense, since 
you would have been even better off were he not present at his home in 
the first place; then, you would not have to bribe him to disappear for 
a few hours.

Let us try one more example. You purchase some shoes for $50. You 
would be much better off if the store owner gave them to you for free, 
out of the goodness of his heart. In this case, also, as in the previous 
one, there is nothing untoward going on; all that takes place is legal. 
But if we follow the logic being put forth by WD, you didn’t really ab-
solutely benefit from the sale of the shoes, even though, obviously, you 
valued them at $60, and thus made a $10 relative profit on the deal. 
Why not? That is because you would have gained even more welfare 
had you received the shoes as a free gift.

The parallels with blackmail are obvious. Yes, the blackmailee 
would have been better off had the blackmailer not unearthed his se-
cret. In actual point of fact, the former pays the latter a given sum be-
cause he values the silence of the blackmailer to a greater extent than 
the cost of purchasing his quiet. Revealing a secret is not a crime. It is 
part and parcel of free speech. It is to engage in mere gossip.

WD then offer the case of the Car Dealer where both buyer and 
seller gain from their transaction.7 These authors characterize this as 

6 For a defense, not of blackmail per se, but of legalizing it, see Block (1972, 
1976: 53–58, 1986, 1997, 1998, 1999a, 1999b, 1999c, 1999d, 2000a, 2000b, 2000c, 
2000d, 2001a, 2001b, 2002–2003, 2009, 2013), Block and Anderson (2001), Block and 
Gordon (1985), Block, Kinsella and Hoppe (2000), Block and McGee (1999a, 1999b), 
Mack (1982), Murphy (2019), Rothbard (1982b: 124–126).

7 Necessarily in the ex ante sense, but only presumably, also, ex post.
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both an absolute gain (since the buyer would not be better off if the 
seller disappeared) and also a relative one (since voluntary trade is 
always mutually beneficial).

Next they wheel in their big guns and apply their insights to black-
mail. They state: 

Suppose that a blackmailer makes the following proposal to the blackmail-
ee:
(1) If you pay me $1.000.000 (demand), I will let your reputation remain 
untarnished (relative benefit).
(2) If you don’t pay me (refusal), I will gossip about your secrets (threat).

First of all, since the threat element promises an action that would not 
violate the criminal’s rights, the blackmailee paying the blackmailer 
$1.000.000 would result in a just distribution. To see that, consider the 
following assessment of justice of blackmail proposals by Block (Block 
1999: 124), who has it that in blackmail scenarios “a valuable consider-
ation is demanded, under the threat of doing something entirely licit, 
something that everyone would agree is legitimate if it occurred in any 
other context.” Moreover, our author also notes that under blackmail 
“money is usually the valuable consideration demanded” and that “the 
threat is to engage in entirely legal gossip.”

Second, since the blackmailee paying the blackmailer is an action, 
the blackmailee must have benefited relatively by transferring money. 
Otherwise, he would not have paid. However, contrary to Car Dealer, 
the blackmailee did not benefit in absolute terms because he would 
have been better off when compared to the situation in which the black-
mailer had had nothing to do with him at all (since then he would pre-
serve his reputation for free).

“Thus, in this respect, the blackmailee is in the same position as the 
highwayman’s victim in Highwayman. That is, he benefits only rela-
tively but not absolutely.” 

Into which philosophical category does the blackmailer fit? WD’s car 
salesman or their highwayman? These authors plump for the latter. 
But, in my view, the former is correct. The highwayman threatens vio-
lence; he is a rights violator. Does the car salesman threaten violence? 
Of course not. What about the blackmailer? Again, we must answer in 
the negative. If he does any such thing as to threaten violence, he is an 
extortionist, not a blackmailer. The only thing the blackmailer threat-
ens is to engage in gossip. But gossip is an aspect of free speech, it is not 
at all a rights violation.8 This position strengthens when we realize that 
sometimes it is the blackmailee who approaches the blackmailer, and 
not the other way around. The supposed victim initially offers money to 
the blackmailer, in order to shut him up. So it is not, merely, the case 
that the blackmailer more resembles the car salesman than he does the 

8 By the way, the car salesman also makes a “threat.” He threatens that if you do 
not pay him for the purchase of the automobile, he will not give it to you. You, also, 
“threaten” him: if he does not give you the vehicle, no money will be forthcoming 
from you.
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highwayman. Rather, it is a fact that the blackmailer and the car sales-
man are indistinguishable in this regard; neither threatens a rights 
violation. In very sharp contrast indeed, the highwayman occupies a 
completely separate category, a threatener of unjustified violence.9

As for being better off if someone disappears, WD are in danger 
of conflating the highwayman with the young brother of the lady the 
suitor wishes would disappear. They aver as follows:

The only relevant difference between the two cases is justice of the threat 
element and, therefore, of the subsequent distribution. Hence, blackmail ex-
changes would be just, although welfare-diminishing in the relevant sense.

But precisely the same analysis applies to the younger brother and 
also to the tree case. Are WD prepared to carry through with these 
examples, also, and maintain that welfare decreases there, too? Some-
times, the world is not exactly as we would like it. We might wish all 
sorts of people to disappear: younger brothers, tree owners, competi-
tors of all sorts in business, in sports, in romance. There would seem 
to be no limit in this regard. But this hardly demonstrates that there 
is something untoward going on in any of these cases, nor in the black-
mail instance either, the views of my two philosophical colleagues to 
the contrary notwithstanding.

Saith WD: 
Thus, we have a case that seems to run counter to Rothbard’s first welfare 
theorem that just exchanges always increase social utility. To illuminate 
further why we contend that blackmail exchanges do not increase black-
mailees’ welfare, we should come back to our distinction between benefit-
ting relatively and benefiting absolutely. We might also call benefiting (sic) 
relatively benefiting in a weak sense, whereas benefiting absolutely benefit-
ing in a strong sense. Now let us define benefitting in a weak sense as maxi-
mizing one’s welfare under a newly imposed budget constraint. In fact, little 
wonder this sense of benefitting is weak. For we should bear in mind that 
every instance of human action benefits its doer at least in the weak sense.

These authors are to be congratulated upon creating a new distinction, 
benefitting in the weak and in the strong sense, relatively versus abso-
lutely. The former in each pair is compatible with wishing the trading 
partner to have vanished, the latter, not. I commend them upon their 
creativity. This is indeed an important philosophical breakthrough. 
And, I concede to them that in the case of blackmail, the target10 does 
indeed wish that his partner in this commercial interaction did not 
exist, along with the younger brother, the tree owner and all the rest. 
But the lesson usually drawn is invalid: that it ought to be prohibited 
by law. The proof is a reductio ad absurdum: if you ban blackmail, you 
must also do so with regard to all these other cases I have been adum-
brating. It is highly problematic to ban younger brothers, owners of 
growing trees, etc.

9 Categorization is important in philosophy. See on this Barnett and Block (2008).
10 I will not say victim, since he gains at least in the weak or relative sense
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Our learned authors further aver: 
Whatever economic agents do, they maximize their expected welfare un-
der the occurrent circumstances, whether welcome or not. However, were 
Austro-libertarians to adopt the weak sense of benefitting in their defence of 
the presumed social-welfare-enhancing character of blackmail exchanges, 
they would at the same time prove too much. For then, it would transpire 
that the gunman’s proposal “Money or your life” is welfare-enhancing too. 
After all, whatever the gunman’s victim happens to choose under the thus 
imposed constraint will automatically increase his expected welfare.

As a libertarian, I cannot of course countenance highwaymanship. 
However, fair is fair. Some of these robbers just out and out murder 
their victims, not offering them any choice at all. The criminal resorted 
by WD, in contrast, is a relatively decent chap. He offers his prey a 
choice. I would much prefer to be in the hands of this relatively benevo-
lent felon than under the gun of his nasty brother in arms who offers 
no option at all, just pulls the trigger. But this observation on the part 
of my friends and colleagues WD does not undermine my examples of 
the younger brother, tree owner, attempt at a reductio ad absurdum 
against their position. I congratulate them on their relative absolute 
distinction, but fail to see how it undermines the case for legalizing 
blackmail.11

Next in the batter’s box is this statement from WD:
it is a matter of course that no Austro-libertarians would be ready to bite 
the bullet and thus concede that the victim’s exchange with the gunman 
constitutes a Pareto-superior move. Besides being extremely counterintui-
tive, this move would violate the second welfare theorem, which has it that 
no unjust exchanges ever increase social utility.

It all depends upon the starting point. Handing money over to the ex-
tortionist most certainly is Pareto-superior compared to being shot to 
death. Both parties “gain” from this “exchange” when compared to that 
other option. The criminal saves the cost of a bullet, reduces the risk 
of being punished as a murderer, the victim keeps his life. Another 
difficulty with the position laid out by these scholars is that they keep 
insisting that blackmail is an “unjust exchange.” The blackmailer is 
not at all an extortionist. His threat is to do something entirely legal: 
gossip. Yes, the blackmailee would be better off if the blackmailer did 
not exist, or did not know his secret, or had no desire to engage his vo-
cal cords in any such manner. But none of that renders his offer to be 
paid for silence “unjust.”

But WD are not having any of this. Rather, they maintain: 
… to establish whether the blackmailee actually benefits from the black-
mailer’s proposal we should compare this situation to a merely possible situ-
ation in which the actual blackmailee does not have to deal with the actual 
blackmailer at all, everything else equal. It seems quite clear that the ac-

11 Our authors do not call for a legal prohibition of blackmail. However, to call 
something “unjust” is to at least hint at this conclusion.
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tual blackmailee would be better off if no blackmailer were around, for in 
this situation the former would not even have to pay to preserve his reputa-
tion. By contrast, once the blackmailer appears on the stage and makes his 
blackmail proposal, there is no chance for the blackmailee to preserve his 
good reputation and keep the money. Therefore, it stands to reason that the 
blackmailee does not benefit absolutely when given a blackmail proposal. 
And, rather unsurprisingly, the same remark applies to Highwayman. The 
highwayman’s actual victim would have been better off had he had nothing 
to do with the highwayman at all in the first place. Once confronted by the 
highwayman, the victim can no longer preserve his money and his life. 

True, true, and well said to boot.12 However, this analysis continues to 
be vulnerable to the cases of the tree owner, the younger brother etc. 
There, too, there can be no absolute benefit. But that failure should not 
be the criterion of economic welfare. We should be more modest and 
content ourselves with relative benefit. Absolute benefit is a will-o-the-
wisp; not always to be attained; often, not. There must be thousands 
of examples where someone would be better off if someone else simply 
did not exist, or engage in action that is entirely legal. For example, in 
the last National Basketball League Championships, the Denver team 
beat the one from Florida in the final contest. Surely, the latter would 
have been better off if the former did not play as well as they in fact 
did play.13

In the next section of their paper, WD switch gears and attempt 
to demonstrate that “Unjust exchanges are not necessarily welfare-
diminishing.” I fear I cannot say they have succeeded. They argue as 
follows:

Suppose A has an old broken fridge in his backyard, which is an economic 
bad for him. He would like to get rid of it, but it takes disposing of it in a 
faraway junkyard. Selling it would also be burdensome for him due to high 
transaction costs. So, the fridge just sits there in the backyard spoiling its 
owner’s view. One day he sees, to his delight, a thief absconding with the 
fridge. Having realized his fridge is thus being removed for free, he decides 
not to interfere. First of all, this exchange of an old fridge for the satisfaction 
of having it removed is unjust. Clearly, our thought experiment stipulates 
that person A holds a property right in the fridge. Additionally, the above 
scenario assumes that A has never waived his ownership rights.

This is all well and good. It must be acknowledged that it is also far 
more than passing clever. The example exhibits great creativity, for 
which these authors are to be highly congratulated. However, to what 
extent is this even an “exchange.” An exchange, contrary to WD, im-
plies the human action of at least two parties. Here, there is only one 
person who is doing anything: the thief. This is an example of robbery. 
True, from a common-sense point of view, A has indeed benefitted. How 

12 Given the illicit basic premise on which it is predicated
13 Of course this applies to any opponent in a competitive game; if they did not 

exist, there would have not been able to be any contest. No one can be deemed a 
champion if they cannot outplay their rival.
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do we know that? Why, WD have told us that. However from an Aus-
trian perspective, we are entitled to reach no such conclusion. All we 
know as praxeologists is that the thief absconded with property owned 
by someone else. We are not at all entitled to assume that the owner 
regarded this as a garbage good, and was happy to be rid of it.14

Here is the second error committed by my learned friends in this 
fridge scenario. They state:

However, there is a worry that the putative theft cannot count as rightvio-
lating (sic) simply because A welcomes it, which might translate into a tacit 
waiver. But this charge is unavailable for Austro-libertarians, who repudi-
ate the juridical significance of tacit or implicit consent. 

Yes, as Hoppe (Hoppe 2006: 389–390), Evers (Evers 1977: 193), Nozick 
(Nozick 1974: 287) Rothbard (Rothbard [1982b] 2002: 164–166) and 
Barnett (Barnett 1986: 317) correctly maintain, most representative 
political theorists, from John Locke to James Buchanan and John 
Rawls, have tried and failed to justify the existence of government on 
the basis of implicit contracts. But we can hardly deduce from this un-
doubted fact that there can be no such thing from a libertarian, if not 
an Austrian point of view. 

Our authors opine: “the above thought experiment assumes that 
the exchange in question involves an action on the part of A. After all, 
A omitted to interfere with the process of stealing and as Mises (Mises 
1998: 13) famously contented, all omissions are actions.” 

Methinks WD stretch this undoubted insight of Mises’s beyond rea-
sonableness. Suppose that the thief stole the fridge while the owners 
were away from home. No longer could it be even hinted that they ac-
quiesced in the theft. Yet, nothing substantive has changed from alter-
ing the thought experiment offered therein. The thief is still equally a 
thief.

Consider the following: Jones goes to a restaurant, orders a cup of 
coffee and drinks it. Whereupon he is presented with a bill for $1 mil-
lion dollars. Must he pay this amount of money? Of course not. There 
is a tacit agreement in effect that if the eatery wants to charge that 
amount, indeed, anything out of the ordinary, they must notify the cus-
tomer and obtain his explicit agreement. It does not logically follow 
from the undoubted fact that some tacit agreements are invalid, the 
ones proving that government is a voluntary organization, that all im-
plicit contracts are without legal foundation.

Strangely enough, our authors themselves admit as much. To wit, 
they allow that when you take a taxi, or order a drink, you are implic-
itly agreeing to pay for this good or service; that when friends shake 
hands, they tacitly agree to do so but when a bully grabs a woman’s 
hand from behind, no such accord is in operation.

14 Often, owners in A’s position would place a sign on the fridge, something along 
the lines of “free” or “take this.” Then, we could go along with WD’s assessment. But, 
then, taking this refrigerator would hardly be considered theft.
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In the next section of their paper our authors continue their attempt 
to undermine the case for the legalization of blackmail. They do so on 
the basis of the “Involuntariness charge.” They state:

However, as we remember, Austro-libertarians adhere to the Nozickian 
(Nozick 1974: 262) rights-based contrast, in the blackmail scenario, the 
agreement on the part of the blackmailee secured by the blackmailer’s pro-
posal is voluntary since there is no right violation looming in the case of 
the blackmailer spreading the unwelcome gossip. In other words, in the 
blackmail scenario, the blackmailer’s threat is legitimate and it is for this 
reason that when the blackmailee agrees to pay, he does so voluntarily. 
Now because he agrees voluntarily, Austro-libertarians could try to argue 
that the exchange is welfare-enhancing, regardless of the fact that he loses 
in absolute terms.

But the blackmail target does not at all “lose” from the actual exchange 
of money for silence. Rather, he is disadvantaged from the fact that 
someone knows his secret and is about to blab about it. The exchange 
itself is mutually beneficial and hence promotes welfare. WD are not 
sufficiently distinguishing between the exchange itself, which is neces-
sarily mutually beneficial, and the fact that the blackmailer threatens 
to gossip, which is not an exchange at all. It is the same, to return to 
the view-blocking tree example. The buyer benefits from the tree owner 
pruning his tree. That is the exchange, that is the only exchange. There 
is no other exchange. None. The fact that the tree grows and blocks his 
view is not at all an exchange. Again, WD are failing to distinguish 
these two very, very different phenomenon. It is not at all the case 
that there are two exchanges, an absolute one and a relative one, and 
that the former is beneficial, the latter not. I repeat, there is only one 
exchange: the purchase of silence in blackmail, the purchase of tree 
pruning in order to improve the view. The fact that trees grow, and that 
people sometimes learn secrets about us that we do not want revealed, 
are not exchanges. They are just facts of life.

I must now conclude. This is a brilliant paper. It is radical, in that 
it gets to the very root of the libertarian political economic philosophy. 
Its distinction between relative and absolute economic welfare is sin-
gularly important. It uses the legalization of blackmail as a vehicle to 
overturn the Rothbardian claim that this exchange is both justified and 
welfare enhancing. It allows this on the basis of relative, but not abso-
lute exchange. The fridge example is a masterful one in attempting to 
tease apart justice (is it a clear crime), from welfare enhancement (WD 
claim it does have this effect).

I have given reasons to reject much of the claims of these scholars: 
tree growing, younger brother, general competition. But I acknowledge 
that reading their essay and writing about it has been an exhilarating 
experience. I have been in the presence of first class minds, and I hope 
and trust that together, the three of us, have advanced our knowledge 
of libertarian that proverbial once millionth of an inch closer to the 
Truth with a capital “T.”
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Must Pornography Be Passed Over 
in Silence?
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This paper critically examines leading feminist philosophical argu-
ments asserting that inegalitarian pornography inherently perpetuates 
the objectification and silencing of women, thereby warranting moral 
condemnation or legal restriction. While recognizing the seriousness of 
these concerns, we argue that neither objection holds, regardless of how 
objectification or silencing is conceptualized. Central to our position is 
the distinction between fictional and non-fictional pornography. As fic-
tion, we contend, pornography does not intrinsically validate real-world 
beliefs or behaviors regarding women’s subordination. Even in non-fic-
tional (“documentary”) contexts, the purported causal link between por-
nography and harm remains unsubstantiated. The paper deliberately 
sets aside ethical concerns about coercion in pornography’s production 
(e.g., exploitation, abuse) to focus on its alleged social effects. By interro-
gating the assumed mechanisms of influence—whether through fictional 
representation or documentary realism—we challenge the foundational 
premises of anti-pornography arguments and advocate for a more nu-
anced assessment of pornography’s role in shaping social norms.

Keywords:  Pornography; objectification; silencing; feminist phi-
losophy; fiction; illocutionary acts.

Introduction
In some influential papers, some feminist philosophers have claimed 
that pornography, or better inegalitarian pornography—so qualified: 
“sexually explicit representations that as a whole eroticize relations 
(acts, scenarios, or postures) characterized by gender inequity” (Eaton 
2007: 676) (from now on, we will take this specification for granted)1—

1 For more on the distinction between egalitarian and inegalitarian pornography, 
cf. Eaton (2007: 676–679).
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should be, if not legally banned, at least civilly actionable, or overall 
morally blamed.2 In this context, different theses have been put for-
ward. First of all, by representing reluctant women who give in to 
sexual pleasure upon being objectified (i.e., in a first approximation, 
not treated as persons, but merely as objects for sexual gratification, 
Dworkin 1985; Langton 1995; MacKinnon 1987; Nussbaum 1999; 
Vadas 2005), this form of pornography incentivizes in their apprecia-
tors’ beliefs that women enjoy being treated in that way. Moreover, by 
letting women fantasize only about satisfying men’s desires, this form 
of pornography makes its appreciators to not only subordinate them 
(Langton 1993), but also take their “no” utterances to actually mean 
“yes,” as a form (to be properly cashed out) of silencing (Dworkin and 
MacKinnon 1988; Langton 1993; Langton and West 2009; McGowan 
2009, 2012). 

So first of all, if such an objectification really took place in pornogra-
phy, women represented by pornography would be characterized as in-
struments of pleasure that can be undressed, disguised, handled, ced-
ed, shared, or violated without taking into account the fact that they 
are persons. Moreover, because of their subordination, they would be 
induced to silence. For on the basis of what one reads or sees in pornog-
raphy, women apparently denying their consent to sex would be taken 
as meaning the opposite, thereby preventing them from successfully 
performing certain illocutions (e.g., from refusing sexual advances), in 
their being silenced in some sense, hence in their failing to secure up-
take (Langton 1993; Hornsby and Langton 1998). 

If all the above were what always happened in pornography, then it 
would be hard to disagree with the aforementioned positions. As for ob-
jectification, how can one remain indifferent to the fact that a man re-
duces a woman to a mere instrument of pleasure to satisfy his desires? 
Ditto for silencing. How can one tolerate that women cannot express 
their will on sexual issues and are not taken seriously in their refusing 
their consent on such matters? 

Clearly enough, the debate on what objectification and silencing re-
spectively amount to is very complex and subtle,3 but to enter in this 

2 For example, Longino (1980: 45), following Kant, explains how pornographic 
depictions, by showing women subordinated by men and seen as mere instruments 
of male’s desires, actually promote an immoral (and henceforth unacceptable) 
treatment of women. Dworkin’s (1985) and MacKinnon’s (1987) proposals incorporate 
a Kantian model of sexual morality, too. On the limits of such an approach together 
with a critique to Kant’s original account see Shrage (2005).

3 As regards objectification, Nussbaum (1999) highlights its seven characteristics 
at stake in pornography: instrumentality, denial of autonomy, inertia, fungibility, 
violability, ownership by third parties, and denial of the individual’s subjectivity. 
Langton (2009) rectifies this characterization. As regards silencing, Bianchi (2008) 
and Caponetto (2016) explicitly focus on the connection between pornography and 
silencing by resorting to illocutionary acts. Bianchi starts from Saul’s (2006) critique 
to Langton’s (1993) idea that pornography can be construed as illocutionary acts 
(specifically acts of subordinating/silencing women). According to Saul, works 
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debate is not the matter of this paper. For we want instead to show 
that, whatever objectification and silencing really amount to, it is not 
really the case that pornography leads either to objectification, or to 
subordination, or even to silence. According to our view, pornography 
neither displays such reproachable situations concerning women, nor 
induces one to have weird beliefs about such situations. For first, since 
we maintain that pornography is basically a matter of fiction, given its 
fictional character no such consequence derives. Second, this would not 
even be the case if one were involved with documentary, hence non-
fictional, pornography. Section 1 deals with pornography considered as 
fiction. Section 2 deals with documentary pornography.

Before starting, a caveat. In this paper we will not consider pos-
sible objections to pornography based on eventual coercion and exploi-
tation of women in the production of pornography. We will not focus 
on this aspect, since we obviously agree that any sexual action that is 
not grounded on shared consensus is simply illegal and illicit. Unfortu-
nately, as the #metoo movement has abundantly showed, sexual abuse, 
sexual harassment and rape culture are typical of many workplaces 
and not just limited to the pornography industry.

1. Pornography as Fiction
To begin with, we claim that pornography is basically a piece of fiction, 
an artifact (as Mikkola (2013) argues by following Thomasson (2003)), 
in which whatever is represented, explicitly or implicitly, is primar-
ily fictionally, hence not really, true; i.e., it is primarily true in the 
world of the fictional context of make-believe that is activated in the 
pornographic setting. Indeed, a pornographic piece is basically either 
a literary story in which a writer makes believe that sexual acts of any 
kind occur, or a movie whose actors play the role of people involved in 
such acts. Granted, to say that pornography is fictional is not a new 
idea (for some previous defenses of it, cf. Cooke 2012; Liao and Protasi 
2013), and is supported as well by some insiders, such as the famous di-
rector of porno movies Erika Lust (https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/
p09cbtjy). Yet, by articulating this idea in more detail, we aim to show 
how it may resist criticisms of various sorts that can be addressed, and 
have been already addressed, against it.

So, the fictional (and not the supposedly real) context, in which 
women are portrayed or presupposed as submissive or deprived of 
of pornography are not to be considered as speech acts, because only utterances 
in specific contexts can qualify as such. While agreeing with Saul that only 
utterances in contexts can be considered speech acts, Bianchi explains how Saul’s 
reformulation can be seen as not undermining Langton’s thesis, provided that one 
appeals to Predelli’s (1998) distinction between context of utterance and context of 
interpretation. Caponetto identifies four categories of silencing (essential, authority, 
sincerity, and seriousness) and sees illocutionary silencing as a failure in speech 
acts representing as such a genuine instance of illocutionary disablement, thereby 
constituting a harmful manifestation of discursive injustice.
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their rights, should be taken into account (Saul 2006; Cooke 2012; 
Heck 2023).4 For the fact that things are told here in a fictional context 
makes a fundamental difference. It is one thing to say to a woman, in 
a pornographic film, “You are my sexual slave,” but it is quite another 
to say the same to a woman we meet in the street. In the first case, 
the utterance occurs within a fictional context in which the subject is 
acted out.5 Hence, it is true, but in the fictional world of that context, 
thereby at most determining objectifications, or illocutions of subor-
dination, or even silencings that are merely fictional. Whereas in the 
second case, the utterance occurs in a real context. Hence, it would be 
a genuine problem if it were true in the real world of that context, by 
determining those phenomena as real. Yet, considering an utterance in 
the fictional context as if it occurred in a real context would be incor-
rect, since fiction allows utterances to be true in its own context. To 
consider a similar case, just think of the many novels with wrong and 
offensive content. By adopting the fictive stance (Lamarque and Olsen 
1994; Davies 1997), one can certainly ignore the fact that such a novel 
sometimes says something really wrong by means of this content, just 
to enjoy the fiction, regardless of that content. The same goes for por-
nographic narrative. If, when reading History of O, one realizes that in 
this fiction a woman—O—likes to be humiliated, one can, in adopting 
the fictive stance, ignore the fact that this is not really the case, but 
only fictionally, in order to be aesthetically involved in the plot. From 
this point of view, a pornographic narration is no different from a hor-
ror or a violent narration (Liao and Protasi 2013), or even from ‘bad’ 
jokes (Dennett et al. 2011), in which whatever is represented is true, 
but in the world of the fictional context of such narrations. Usually, the 
audience is well aware of that.

Certainly, pornography is a case of fiction showing that, as Austin 
originally understood (1961: 240–241), to be fictionally the case that p 
does not entail that it is really the case that not-p. For example, in a 
porno movie, although it is not really the case that two protagonists 
make love by being emotionally involved as it is instead fictionally the 
case, still, if it is fictionally the case that such protagonists copulate, it 
is also really the case that they do so. Moreover, although it is not ex-
plicitly said in the movie, it is also fictionally true that when copulating, 
their pleasure brain receptors are active, since this is a real truth that 
is imported in the movie. But pace Langton and West (2009) and McG-
lynn (2021), the fact that real situations also occur in pornography does 
not undermine the pornography’s fictionality. For this is on a par with 

4 Pace Heck (2023), that context is not a mere fantasy context, but a properly 
fictional context. For the imagination taking place there does not float free, but is 
prescribed by the pornography authors.

5 According to Zamir (2013: 78), there is an analogy between pornography and 
advertisement because both use acting in order to achieve their goal rather than 
being actually interested in acting. 
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historical novels. A piece of pornography in which it is both fictionally 
and really the case that p, as in the above example, is just like a his-
torical novel—if you like, it is ‘historical’ fictional pornography. Indeed, 
in this respect, historical novels match what happens in pornography. 
Not only it is fictionally the case in the historical novel of Alessandro 
Manzoni, The Betrothed, that a branch of Lake Como ranges towards 
the south, but it is also really the case. Likewise, it is both fictionally 
and really the case in The Bethrothed that the city of Milan is about 
ten hours walk from the city of Como, although Manzoni is silent about 
that. For this real truth can be also imported in The Bethrothed as a 
fictional truth. Given that, one may take a historical novel as a piece 
of history telling how things have unfolded in the real world. But the 
novel can also be read as a fictional account of how things might have 
gone in a fictional world parallel to, but independent of, the real one.6 

On the basis of the above, we could even say that pornography, like 
any work of fiction, is ultimately about fictional characters who are, 
metaphysically speaking, objects of the same kind as Madame Bovary 
or Mickey Mouse. Therefore, the women we focus on in pornographic 
works are also fictional objects. Indeed, those generated via pornogra-
phy are not, strictly speaking, ordinary women, but fictional characters 
whose rights there is no point in worrying about; no more, at least, 
than there is in worrying about Balthus’s Girl with a Cat or Sade’s 
sisters we find in Justine (“or the misadventures of virtue”) and Juliette 
(“or the prosperities of vice”). Fiction has reasons (and objects) that rea-
son (focused too much on reality) does not (always) recognize.

But there is no need to appeal to fictional characters created by fic-
tion to stress the gap between fiction and reality, as is the case with 
pornographic fiction. Fictional contexts do not usually involve fictional 
characters; individuals in those contexts are usually taken to be flesh-
and-blood individuals like you and me. But, as we said, whatever is 
true of those individuals within such contexts is not automatically true 
outside such contexts. If it is true outside those contexts, it is inde-
pendently true, as with historical novels and, if you like, ‘historical’ 
fictional pornography.7

6 Our claim echoes Currie’s (1990: 46) idea that a fiction, if actually true, is 
accidentally so.

7 Clearly enough, illicit pornographic contents even located in a fictional space 
may raise the problem of imaginative resistance, i.e., the problem of whether one 
may be unwilling to even fictionally endorse such contents (Barbero and Voltolini 
2024). Granted, as some people say (e.g. Stokes 2006), imaginative resistance is 
subject-relative: what is unimaginable for some could be imagined by others. So, 
to circumvent this relativity, the problem can only sensibly arise in a prescriptive 
form; namely, whether one should imaginatively resist such contents. Obviously, 
immoralists with respect to fiction would see no problem with such contents 
(Kieran 2002; Eaton 2012; Zhen Li 2021). But even if we put immoralism aside, we 
may face the problem in a Freudian vein by saying that endorsing such contents 
fictionally may be a way of fulfilling bad drives fictionally rather than really, hence 
of sublimating such drives.
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But even if one accepts the idea that pornography is basically fic-
tional, many criticisms of it seem to remain untouched. They concern, 
first, the unbearable things that one can allegedly learn by pornogra-
phy; second, the bad things that pornography can make you believe 
anyway; third, the bad actions and emotions that pornography may 
trigger one to perform or to entertain; fourth, the fact that repeated 
exposure to pornography can lead even ordinary people to forget the 
distinction between fiction and reality, by following what it suggests as 
if it were real. We will address these criticisms in turn.

To begin with the first point, an opponent endorsing the afore-men-
tioned feminist perspective may retort that it is always possible that 
people learn wrong lessons from such works. This learning may be tak-
en literally, as amounting to the knowledge of a real situation, or non-
literally, as amounting to an appreciator’s belief in such a situation. 

Let us start with the first, the literalist option. Our opponent might 
remark that pornography, by making something fictionally true, is 
made to learn something from what happens in real life, in this case 
to do with sexual facts. In particular, this has to do with pornographic 
narrative as a factory (Gendler 2000); namely, as an active generator, 
in its case, of new bad cognitive content, producing new misunder-
standings, misleading perspectives, or moral misconceptions.8 

Yet we may reply that, first, in general, learning something from fic-
tion is a matter of conversational implicatures to be really true (Volto-
lini 2021b; Barbero and Voltolini 2024).9 For such learning is for us a 
form of propositional knowledge; since knowledge is factive (knowing 
that p entails p), those implicatures must be true. But secondly, in the 
above pornographic cases, even if we accept that their authors want 
to convey something perverse as being true in the real world (which 
should not be taken for granted: Cooke 2012: 234), nothing really true 
is actually conveyed, because no such implicature is really true! For 
example, suppose that, by fictionally writing, in Fifty Shades of Grey, 
that Anastasia Steele derives pleasure by being submitted and humili-
ated by Christian Grey, her author, E.L. James, had wanted to convey 
the idea that for women it is in general extremely exciting to be so 
treated. Yet, James would have tried to convey something that is re-

8 For Gendler there is another sense in which we can learn something from fiction; 
namely, when the fictional narration is taken as a clearinghouse, which allows us to 
learn ordinary facts from fiction, e.g. when we read from the Holmes stories how far 
is Paddington station from Waterloo station in London. Yet as far as pornography 
is concerned, this sense is irrelevant for the present debate. There is no particular 
problem in learning from pornography about, say, how human anatomy is made. 
On the importance of taking into account genre variations for better evaluating 
different effects of pornography consumption, see Liao and Protasi (2013: 110–113).

9 If pornography is fiction, one cannot say that one learns from pornography that 
women have an objectified status, as construed by pornography (McGowan 2005; 
Jenkins 2017). For again, this cannot be learnt, since it is false. At most, as we have 
seen before, pornography may fictionally construe that objectification.
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ally false, since real women do not find that treatment exciting. Hence, 
given such falsity, no such moral could be learned from her narration.

By defending this point, we do not want to deny in general that one 
can learn something from pornography, if one manages to derive some 
true implicatures from it. Yet curiously enough, such a derivation could 
even have benign effects. Suffice it to say that, thanks to pornography, 
one could learn about sexual mechanics, explore sexual identities and 
orientations, and thus conclude that some sexual practices are actually 
not to be condemned per se, as one may originally believe erroneously 
(maybe for cultural, religious, political, and social reasons).10

If the above is the case, it is also wrong to say that pornographic 
fiction prescribes that something morally bad ought to be really the 
case, whether this is supposed to hold for inegalitarian pornography 
in general (Longino 1980; Eaton 2007) or just in the case of so-called 
mainstream, response-realistic, pornography (Liao and Protasi 2013).11 
For if descriptive implicatures do not hold, normative implicatures do 
not hold either. If it is false that women like to be submitted and hu-
miliated, it is even more false that women ought to like being submit-
ted and humiliated, if by chance E. L. James had wanted to convey this 
prescription via her Fifty Shades. 

At this point, moreover, comes the second point. Our opponent may 
advance the second, non-literalist, option about learning from fiction 
and retort that what counts for distancing from pornography is not 
whether the kind of real beliefs one draws from pornography are really 
true, but the mere fact that from it one may export such beliefs in real 
life, independently of whether they are true (McGlynn 2021). This de-
termines, for example, a perlocutionary effect of subordinating women, 
says Langton (1993). Just as, after reading Goethe’s The Sorrows of 
Young Werther, some people thought it appropriate to see suicide as the 
proper affirmation of individual freedom, likewise some other people, 
after watching pornographic movies, may think it appropriate to go 
around and treat women as they have seen in the movies. Should one 
then conclude that pornographic works should be censored, or at least 
morally blamed? In this respect, let’s consider again the strongest view 
against pornography12 according to which, by implying the subordina-

10 Granted, it is far from easy to find clear evidence of what and how consumers 
do learn from pornography, as emphasized by Litsou et al. (2020). 

11 What grounds the distinction between response-realistic and response-
irrealistic pornography, i.e., the amount of importation of truths from the real world 
(Heck 2023), is irrelevant for our purposes. For that importation only makes it the 
case that what is really true is also fictionally true in the pornographic context. Yet, 
as we saw, for us evil fictional truths are not problematic. We are focusing here on 
exportation, not on importation.

12 The one defended by MacKinnon according to which in pornography “(i) 
women are presented dehumanized as sexual objects, things, or commodities; or 
(ii) women are presented as sexual objects who enjoy humiliation or pain; or (iii) 
women are presented as sexual objects experiencing sexual pleasure in rape, incest 
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tion of women, pornography forces them into silence, violating their 
most fundamental rights in objectifying them. Many arguments have 
been put forward in support of this position, but we will only examine 
one of them (Langton 1993; Hornsby 1993), by generalizing its import. 
This argument claims that the primary effect of pornographic works 
is to subordinate and relegate women to a state of inferiority and si-
lence and that the secondary effect is to foster in society the belief that 
women are merely sexual objects without the right to speak out or rebel 
against their oppressors. This second effect is further supposed to have 
three different consequences (MacKinnon 1987): (1) being aware of the 
fostered hostility against them, women would develop the propensity 
to express themselves as little as possible (e.g. by not telling about the 
very discriminatory acts of which they are the victims); (2) being con-
sidered in low regard, women would often be mocked and ridiculed; (3) 
since in pornography women’s utterances are given the opposite mean-
ing to what they mean—when they say “no” they mean “yes,” when 
they say “enough” they mean “again”—this would make it the case that 
the explicit intentions manifested by women in their real utterances 
are hardly ever taken seriously. 

Admittedly, if all this were the case, one would have to take a nega-
tive attitude towards pornography. Indeed, one might even adopt a 
paternalistic attitude and think that because of a few consumers of 
pornographic works who, on the basis of their pornography-dependent 
weird beliefs, engage in morally deviant behavior, all possible users 
should be blamed. However, two problems must be addressed. First, 
wouldn’t this attitude run the risk of infringing the freedom of all other 
responsible people who do not derive wrong lessons from the works 
they appreciate? Second, is it plausible to treat spectators as a mass of 
individuals unable to resist the temptation to project into reality what 
they see in fiction, as if Bovarysme were a pandemic, while the recent 
data seem to prove the opposite (Heck 2023: 19–20)? Our opponent 
argues: in pornographic narrations, women are inferior beings with 
whom one can have fun, therefore spectators will conclude that women 
are objects of entertainment; in pornographic narrations, women are 
happy to be raped, then spectators will conclude that women like to be 
raped; in pornographic narrations, women are humiliated and silenced, 
therefore spectators will think it normal to humiliate and silence wom-
en. But, really, who are these spectators? Shouldn’t we question the 
idea that pornography is responsible for arousing morally deviant be-
liefs and hence violent or discriminatory behavior in spectators (Garry 

or other sexual assault; or (iv) women are presented as sexual objects tied up, cut up 
or mutilated or bruised or physically hurt; or (v) women are presented in postures 
or positions of sexual submission, servility, or display; or (vi) women’s body parts 
[…] are exhibited such that women are reduced to those parts; or (vii) women are 
presented being penetrated by objects or animals; or (viii) women are presented in 
scenarios of degradation, humiliation, injury, torture” (MacKinnon 1987: 176).
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1978; Cooke 2012: 237–239)? If there are suggestible people who de-
velop such beliefs, wouldn’t it be safer to arrange appropriate debrief-
ing with such people to help them change such beliefs (Saul 2006: 246)? 
To move to a similar case yet not involving pornography, consider the 
case of a disturbed spectator who, after watching Clockwork Orange by 
S. Kubrick, besides beating vagrants in the streets, also rapes women 
while singing “Singin’ in the Rain.” Didn’t the movie simply made him 
reactivate a perverse tendency of his that he entertained completely 
independently and that must be primarily extirpated?

If the above is correct, it is hardly the case that, by prompting in 
disturbed people deviant beliefs and sexual arousal along with possibly 
deviant behavior, pornography suggests that such a behavior is accept-
able and merited (Eaton 2007: 682). This kind of is-ought connection, 
which is notoriously problematic in general, is present in many other 
similar cases. Consider The Godfather by Francis F. Coppola, interest-
ing in its portrayal of the gangs through the perspective of the gang-
sters and in its depictions of Mafia as a reaction to a corrupt society. 
This representation of a criminal counterculture includes unapologetic 
gender stereotypes (such as when Vito Corleone intimates to a tearful 
Johnny Fontane to “act like a man”), the cult of vengeance (the figure 
of Michael Corleone is essentially based on revenge), and the idea that 
anything is permissible to protect one’s business and loved ones (as 
when Michael orders his brother Fredo’s murder), which are undoubt-
edly significant factors in the film’s appeal. Again, it may engender in 
some mafia-oriented spectators a feeling of approval, sharing, imita-
tion, and revenge as well as the corresponding behavior. Yet, it does 
not certainly suggest that in reality such behavior is acceptable and 
merited (however it might be in fiction). 

Yet furthermore, the third point comes to the fore. Our opponent 
may still retort that, unlike standard cases of fiction, pornography pre-
cisely aims to trigger sexual arousal, hence to have real effects on its 
spectators (Mumford 2013: 62). By inducing admittedly fictional sexual 
desires, pornography also wants to induce real sexual desires, in order 
finally to affect the spectators’ real behavior. Consider the trivial fact 
that pornography leads its spectators to masturbate (Liao and Protasi 
2013). 

Granted, pornography has such an aim (Cooke 2012: 230). For 
some, this aim must be incorporated in the very definition of pornogra-
phy (McGlynn 2021; Zamir (2013: 77) explicitly says: “pornography is a 
graphic (pictorial, cinematic, photographic, acoustic, staged) depiction 
of bodily display and action that is projected to generate sexual excite-
ment in its beholder”). Yet first, it must not be taken for granted that 
such an aim purports to trigger emotions outside the fictional context 
in which the pornographic narration is set. In this respect, appearances 
notwithstanding, pornography is like other fictional cases: since they 
prompt to generate emotions only in the context of fiction, no real piece 
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of behavior must follow those emotions. Consider horror again. It may 
be the case that a horror movie generates fear in the context of the 
movie (Walton 1978, 1990, 1997). Yet such an emotion is not accompa-
nied by the typical behavior it would prompt outside that context. For 
one thing, spectators’ heart beating, sweating, and trembling while at-
tending the horror movie do not prompt them to get out of the cinema 
running and screaming or calling the police. For they remain in their 
cinema seats eating popcorn and drinking Coke, perfectly aware about 
the fictional status of what they are watching. 

Second, even if pornography managed to induce real emotions ac-
companied by real behavior, as in the masturbation case, one may 
note that the sort of dangerous and violent behavior that might follow 
watching pornography is not induced by pornography per se, but by 
the specific overall attitude of some of its spectators. Saying that por-
nography reinforces such deviant reactions does not take into account 
the actual dispositions of such spectators, which they have indepen-
dently of pornography. There is just a mere correlation, but not a well-
established causal relationship, between attending pornography and 
behaving morally badly (Cooke 2012: 250; on doubts concerning por-
nography research together with methodological flaws, see Eaton 2007: 
697–710). Even if following Eaton (2007) one appeals to a multifactor 
probability-based model of causality, one may acknowledge that in the 
above cases, it is more likely that such a piece of behavior is caused by 
one’s independent weaknesses/confusions rather than by the very fact 
of attending pornography. 

Granted, iterated exposition to pornography may raise the probabil-
ity that already aggressive men perform sexual crimes (Malamuth et al. 
2012; Eaton 2017). But again, one may expect that the same happens 
with, say, violent movies watched by aggressive people. So, just as one 
should not blame violent stories as such, one should not blame pornog-
raphy per se, but again, help its spectators to remove such independent 
weaknesses/confusions. To go back to a previous example, The Sorrows 
of Young Werther should not be blamed because some people commit-
ted suicide after having read it. They did so not because Goethe’s work 
prompted them to do so, but because they mistook the (fictional) ending 
of the story as having a sort of moral to be derived from it, and there-
fore felt authorized to apply it to reality. Yet such a consequence does 
not highlight a dangerous characteristic of Goethe’s work, but instead 
a deviant appreciation from some (evidently) confused readers.

Finally, and this is the fourth and last point, our opponent may note 
that watching pornography, in their typically reiterated and compul-
sive way, is not merely problematic for disturbed people. For it prompts 
spectators in general, even ordinary people, to obliviate the fact that it 
is fictional and to take the relevant pornographic narration as a docu-
mentary narration, to be reacted upon as if what it shows and tells were 
models to be somehow reproduced in real life, that is, as if the charac-
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ters involved in that narration were showing a way people could follow 
in reality (for some—admittedly disputable—evidence on this concern, 
see Cooke 2012; Eaton 2007: 707–709). Some works of pornography are 
precisely aimed at blurring the distinction between fiction and real-
ity. For Langton and West (2009), this explains why in pornography, a 
huge amount of real truths is imported into the fictional truths.

Yet, if this were the case, as some people have already noted in 
the debate (Langton 1993), the proper moral to be drawn should be 
to endorse a pedagogical attitude enabling ordinary spectators, who 
are not mentally disturbed, to reactivate the awareness that what they 
attend to is fictional and not real (Voltolini 2021a). By the way, this 
is usually the kind of strategy adopted in other similarly problematic 
cases. If, after having watched too many terrifying zombie movies, a 
subject gets out in the street fearing that she could be attacked and 
eaten at any hidden corner, we would simply address her with a kind 
tone of voice saying something like “calm down, relax yourself, it was 
only make-believe, there are no zombies here.” In the case of consum-
ers of pornography who confuse fiction and reality, the situation would 
be similar to that of someone who makes a cataloguing error, hence 
not different in substance from the one we find, for example, in the 
movie Betty Love. Betty, a waitress from Kansas who avidly views A 
Reason to Love—a soap set in hospitals—after losing her sense of real-
ity due to a trauma, decides to leave for Los Angeles in search of one 
of the soap’s protagonists, Dr David Ravell, in order to reveal him her 
love. People would react to Betty as a person that must be rescued from 
her confusion.

2. Documentary Pornography
So far, so good. If we are right, pornography as fiction is not responsible 
for the weird effects it is taken to engender. Yet at this point, our oppo-
nent may altogether reject, wholly or partially, our original assumption 
about the fictional status of pornographical narrative and say that por-
nography is, or at least some pornography is, documentary, hence non-
fictional (McGlynn 2021). If this were the case, it seems that at least 
for documentary pornography, there would be no way of avoiding the 
bad repercussions that we have attempted to discard by relying on the 
fictionality of pornography. People watching amateurish reproachable 
documentary movies that had circulated via whatsapp may take them 
as examples of how to sexually behave. Just as after having watched a 
lot of whatsapp videos about birthday parties one may think that it is 
a good thing to arrange such parties.

Once again, first of all, we will not consider documentary pornogra-
phy that is not based on sexual consensus among its actors. To repeat, 
if someone films himself raping a woman and shares the video with his 
friends, this is just a crime to be legally prosecuted.
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This said, not even documentary pornography has the above reper-
cussions. Let us allow for this kind of documentary pornography. Yet as 
a documentary, any piece of pornography would be a mere singular wit-
ness that would have no general motivational force, as any piece of fic-
tion is instead supposed to do—as is widely understood, Anna Karenina 
wants us to believe not that a particular family, but that any family is 
happy in the same way, while each family experiences its own unique 
form of unhappiness. Here iteration is irrelevant. For no number of 
projections is enough to determine a behavioral model. This utterly 
agrees with Aristotle’s distinction in the Poetics between history and 
poetry: “The one tells what happened and the other what might hap-
pen. For this reason, poetry is something more scientific and serious 
than history, because poetry tends to give general truths while history 
gives particular facts” (2013: 1451b). In this vein, consider a terrorist 
documentary. That documentary would represent something that re-
ally happened, hélas, if the documentary is true. Now, terrorists may 
circulate a huge number of such videos. But one would neither learn 
from it the general lesson that terrorism will prevail in the world—for 
that conversational implicature is far from being true—nor would it eo 
ipso prompt any corresponding general real belief. For one may react 
to it by saying that although the documentary producers may have that 
belief, watching the documentary does not make it the case that that 
very belief is to be universally shared. Granted, one might be scared af-
ter having watched the documentary. But how one would behaviorally 
react to it depends again on many other factors that have to do with 
one’s specific psychological history. Likewise for documentary pornog-
raphy, if there is any. Consider gangbang movies supposedly report-
ing the real sexual practices of certain men simultaneously copulating 
with a single woman. First, those movies would hardly impart the gen-
eral lesson that women like to copulate with a male group simultane-
ously. For there is no such lesson, since that implicature would be false. 
Nor second, would they prompt the corresponding general real belief. 
One might at most be prompted to believe that those very real women 
involved in such movies like that practice. Third, even if one were sex-
ually aroused by watching such movies, ceteris paribus this arousal 
would hardly lead one to look for other mates to have sex together with 
some woman or other.

Yet our opponent can finally retort that, just as any documentary 
narration, documentary pornography may also vehiculate possibilities, 
and therefore have general effects. Just as a terrorist group may send 
terrible videos of tortured prisoners in order to frighten people, cannot 
a member of a gang send his terrible videos of him raping women in 
order to suggest emulation?

Here we must repeat what we have said about pornographic fiction. 
Not only would even a pornographic documentary conversationally im-
plicate no weird belief, but either it would be also unable to prompt it, 
or it would effectively induce emotions whose behavioral consequences 
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are not only difficult to determine, but whose actors should also be test-
ed for their weaknesses. To stress a point already made, if by watching 
the news, in seeing the video of a crime someone thinks that he could 
do to the same, we should not only be concerned about the video, we 
should take care of him.

Conclusion
All in all, we conclude that pornography qua fiction concerns only what 
is true in its own fictional scope. In this respect, our moral beliefs can 
be subverted, but only within that scope; just as it happens, say, in 
‘bad’ jokes. Moreover, appreciators are not authorized to export mor-
ally bad false implicatures outside of fiction, nor do they run the risk of 
being somehow invited to endorse bad beliefs, or adopt a morally bad 
behavior. Granted, pornography is successful when able to stimulate 
sexual arousal, unsuccessful if not. Yet this does not make it even a 
mere trigger of a morally bad way of life, whether it is a piece of fiction 
or not.13
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Kukla (2014) has argued that we should abandon naturalistic and so-
cial constructivist considerations in attempts to define health due to 
their alleged failure to account for their normativity and instead define 
them purely in terms of ‘social justice.’ Here, I shall argue that such a 
purely normativist project is self-defeating, and hence, that health and 
disease cannot be grounded in social justice alone.
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1. Introduction
Within the last decade, the philosophy of medicine has largely moved 
on from hardened fronts between so-called naturalists, social construc-
tivists, and normativists about how to define the concepts of health, 
disease, pathology, and the like. More and more authors are defending 
the possibility of hybrid accounts that keep what is best about other 
approaches (see Simon 2007; Kingma 2014; Powell and Scarffe 2019; 
Broadbent 2020; Conley and Glackin 2021), and yet, there hardly ap-
pears to be any progress in developing a consensus on how these no-
tions should be defined.

In response, Quill Kukla (2014) [writing as Rebecca Kukla] has thus 
argued that we should abandon naturalistic and social constructivist 
considerations in attempts to define health due to their alleged fail-
ure to account for their normativity and instead define them purely 
in terms of ‘social justice.’ This makes her account one of the first ex-
plicit attempts for the conceptual revision and design of the concepts of 
health and disease for the sake of morality. Health and disease, Kukla 
argues, are intuitive and normative concepts and hence do not natural-
ly fit with the explications by a “social constructionist understanding of 
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health, wherein health and disease are whatever we take them to be, 
and a scientistic understanding of health, wherein health and disease 
are biological concepts” (2014: 525). Instead, they should help us in the 
normative projects of deciding how health institutions should be de-
signed and who deserves medical treatment. But as long as “we think 
that health has to be either a natural, biological category or a mere 
social construction” Kukla maintains that we cannot use the concept 
for normative purposes (2014: 525).

While I agree with the set-up of their argument—the sentiment 
that the naturalist-constructivist framing is a false dilemma, and the 
fact that the folk concept of health and disease has an explicitly nor-
mative dimension, I strongly disagree with their conclusion that the 
concepts of health and disease are to be designed as conditions that 
should or ought to be medicalized. Indeed, I shall here argue that any 
attempt to ground the concepts of health and disease in social justice 
alone must be self-defeating since it would eliminate their distinctive-
ness from other conditions of moral concern in addition to making the 
institution of medicine inevitably blur recognizably with all other insti-
tutions seeking to promote social justice.

Article Outline
This article is structured as follows: In Section 2, I expand on Kukla’s 
sketch of the debate, explicating the three competing projects in the 
philosophical discussion on health and disease. In Section 3, I draw 
on a recent distinction between two kinds of conceptual engineering, 
utilizing them to show that the goals of these groups are ultimately 
irreconcilable. In Section 4, I use Kukla’s proposal to explicate the idea 
of a purely normativist approach to health and disease. In Section 5, I 
argue that Kukla’s social justice account of health—and for that matter 
any purely normativist account—must ultimately prove self-defeating. 
Finally, I conclude the discussion and respond to possible objections to 
my arguments in Section 6.

2. Three Competing Projects
Instead of framing the debate in the usual terms of conceptual analysis, 
regarding whether naturalism or social constructivism is correct, Kuk-
la (2014) distinguishes between the different goals of both approaches. 
This is praiseworthy. Whereas theorists such as Boorse (1977) have 
attempted to capture health and disease in biomedical terms, appeal-
ing to the idea of dysfunction and normal functioning of a biological 
organism as it is used in medical practice, social constructivists such 
as Glackin (2010) have highlighted the importance of ‘medicalization’ 
within the social and institutional practices of medicine. During the 
medicalization of a condition, “clusters of symptoms are identified as 
unified diseases and brought under medical surveillance and manage-
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ment” (Kukla 2014: 515). Both of these approaches have been met with 
much opposition, occupying much of the literature in a back-and-forth 
volley of counterexamples. Kukla (2014) thinks that both approaches 
are inherently misguided and thus ultimately fail even when some peo-
ple attempt to provide hybrid accounts. This is because, Kukla argues, 
health is an “intuitive notion and not a technical term” (2014: 515) and 
should ultimately be used to inform policy and ethical decision-making 
regarding the treatment of those suffering from a disease.

So far, so good. But what does it mean to assert, as Kukla does, that 
this sense of health is ‘intuitive?’ Is it merely the idea that humans 
talked about health and disease prior to the arrival of modern medi-
cine? Perhaps even prior to any form of medication? Since many species 
have been found to engage in grooming and self-medication behavior, 
such as the consumption of plants with the propensity to reduce or 
prevent harmful effects of pathogens and parasites (see Clayton and 
Wolfe 1993; Martin and Ewan 2008; de Roode et al. 2013; Neco et al. 
2019), and this has been found to be especially prevalent in primates 
(see Huffman et al. 1997; Huffman 1997; Huffman and Hirata 2004), it 
is probable that our species, Homo sapiens, has always engaged in at 
least a minimal form of proto-medical practice. Perhaps Kukla intends 
to say that we don’t need to know the biological basis or the causal 
underpinnings of injury and disease to recognize them as detriments 
to health.

Maybe Kukla’s opening paragraph highlighting the ‘intuitiveness’ 
of health is thus intended to capture our corresponding folk concept. 
That is, in the words of Canguilhem, a different way of life:

In the final analysis, would it not be appropriate to say that the pathological 
can be distinguished as such, that is, as an alteration of the normal state, 
only at the level of organic totality, and when it concerns man, at the level 
of conscious individual totality, where disease becomes a kind of evil? To be 
sick means that a man really lives another life, even in the biological sense 
of the word. (Canguilhem 1991: 87–88)

For Canguilhem the lived experience of disease came prior and he ar-
gued it should be central in our understanding of it. It is unclear, how-
ever, how this recognition necessarily lends itself to the social-justice 
based account of health and disease that Kukla has in mind. Indeed, it 
is unclear why the folk concept of health and disease must lend itself 
at all to Kukla’s alternative project to locate the concepts of health and 
disease within what they call “social justice projects” (2014: 516) which 
roughly corresponds to what I have dubbed ‘real normativism.’ Captur-
ing all of the intuitions associated with the folk concept within a single 
definition has proven to be exceedingly difficult, if not impossible. It is 
as if the concept has to do too much for a single definition to achieve 
all of these ends. There is plenty of reason to think that different ap-
proaches can focus on different components of the folk concept without 
thereby claiming that it must be the right approach. Pluralism may 
well be the right approach here.
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Indeed, Kukla explicitly recognizes that despite the ‘intuitiveness’ 
of health and disease it has been far from straightforward to arrive at 
an agreed-upon definition. Nevertheless, to motivate their alternative 
approach, Kukla distinguishes two markedly different projects, one 
they call ‘scientistic projects’ and the other, as just noted, ‘social justice 
projects.’ Here, it is best to cite them in full:

1. Scientistic projects: The primary goal of such projects is to understand 
health and disease as respectable concepts from the point of view of the 
natural sciences. This is possible only if we can characterize what counts as 
a disease or a state of health independent of our specific, contingent social 
categories and practices. Such accounts avoid appeals to social or personal 
values, as these play no role in the categories and explanatory strategies 
of the natural sciences. Instead, they appeal to notions such as statistical 
normalcy, adaptive fitness, and biological function.
2. Social justice projects. In this context, an understanding of health and 
disease is a part of a specific type of normative project—namely, that of 
determining the role that health should play in a larger theory of social 
justice. Political philosophers, policy makers, and others ask questions such 
as: To what extent and in what sense is there a universal right to health, or 
health care? What counts as a fair social distribution of health resources? 
When does a health inequity count as a justice issue in need of moral re-
dress? How shall we balance health needs with other social needs in a just 
state? To answer such questions, we need an understanding of what health 
is. But not any old understanding will do: This has to be the kind of under-
standing that will guide and clarify health policy and normative questions 
about the role of health care in a just society. (Kukla 2014: 515–516)

These naturally need not be the only projects, but it is perhaps pos-
sible to idealize and cluster many different projects under these two 
separate and broad headings. Because Kukla introduces their project 
by comparing naturalist and social constructivist approaches, however, 
readers might be misled into thinking that social justice projects map 
onto the latter. There is something slightly disingenuous about this 
false dichotomy, since we are thus invited to conclude that we have to 
either embrace the much-criticized naturalist accounts of health and 
disease such as that of Christopher Boorse (1977, 1997, 2014) or realize 
that the concept should ultimately be grounded in concerns of justice. 
For purposes of clarity, it is thus useful to sketch a third kind of project 
in this debate that we may analogously call a social science project:

3. Social science projects: The primary goal of such projects is to understand 
health and disease as concepts used by particular linguistic communities at 
a particular time and place in history (including the present). Here, contin-
gent social categories and practices that have been deemed irrelevant in the 
naturalist project, play the central role. In these projects, homosexuality 
and drapetomania may be accurately called diseases at a particular time 
and place, even though they are no longer today. The concepts of health 
and disease are thus here unlike in the other two projects – relative to the 
norms of a society, depending on the social processes and mechanism of 
medicalization.
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This three-fold distinction between three different projects will help 
us to map the terrain of goals in the philosophical debate on health 
and disease. Indeed, it strengthens Kukla’s (2014) insight that one of 
the reasons why “the various attempts to define health and disease 
have been so unsatisfactory is that those using the notion are driven by 
deeply diverse theoretical and practical goals” (2014: 515). Unlike Kuk-
la, however, I maintain that the different goals for which the concept 
has been put to use are the very reason for the lack of progress in the 
debate. This will become apparent once we turn away from traditional 
conceptual analysis and instead focus on conceptual engineering. In 
the next section, I draw on a recent distinction between two different 
kinds of conceptual engineering in order to cash out the futility of try-
ing to achieve a satisfying definition of health and disease.

3. Two Kinds of Conceptual Engineering
Historically, conceptual analysis (i.e. the descriptive analysis of a con-
cept) has been assumed to play the central, if not only, role in settling 
the philosophical debate on health and disease (Schwartz 2007; Lem-
oine 2013; Schwartz 2014). The goal was to arrive at a list of neces-
sary and sufficient conditions that would allow us to tidy up the world 
into conditions that are diseases and those that are not. This approach 
might be expressed quite ambitiously as the search for the true mean-
ing or more moderately as the search for “criteria of application” that 
people use when employing the concept (Neander 1991: 171). Neither 
of these goals, however, is particularly well suited for the application of 
conceptual analysis. Due to considerations of space, rather than argu-
ing for it independently, I merely wish here to announce my alignment 
with those who have already argued that conceptual analysis within 
this debate is flawed and should be replaced with conceptual engineer-
ing (Schwartz 2007; Lemoine 2013; Schwartz 2014; Matthewson and 
Griffiths 2017; Griffiths and Matthewson 2018; Veit 2021a, 2021b).

Throughout the last decade, methodological debates about the tools 
and methods of philosophy itself have resurfaced.1 The origins of this 
debate can be located in Sally Haslanger (2005), who argued that we 
should ameliorate our concepts, rather than just analyze them. Con-
cepts ought to be ‘engineered.’ Conceptual engineering is focused on the 
purposes and goals a specific concept is intended to fulfill. This is just 
what we need in order to make progress in the philosophical debate on 
health and disease. But while conceptual engineering has been a core 
tool among philosophers since the very origins of the field (Burgess et 
al. 2020), philosophers have only recently begun to seriously engage in 
meta-philosophical discussions about the nature of this activity.

1 Cf. Cappelen et al. (2016) and Sytsma and Buckwalter (2016). 
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In another essay coauthored with Heather Browning, I have made 
a distinction between two kinds of conceptual engineering that bear 
similarities to the two projects Kukla (2014) has sketched, although I 
do see them as quite a bit broader and have applied them to the various 
positions in the ‘normativism vs. naturalism’ debate (Veit and Brown-
ing 2020). The first of these, I have called naturalist conceptual engi-
neering (NCE) (Veit and Browning 2020: 10):

Naturalist Conceptual Engineering = (i) The scientific assessment of con-
cepts, categories, and classificatory systems, (ii) determination of their rel-
evant context and purposes to which they are and should be put to use, (iii) 
reflections on and proposal for how to improve them, and (iv) proposals for 
and active participation in the implementation of the suggested improve-
ments. 

NCE may appear quite familiar to anyone who is acquainted with Car-
nap’s (1950) concept of ‘explication,’ yet, this understanding would nar-
row it down too much. The way Carnap understood explication, was 
to replace vague and inexact prescientific concepts with a new concept 
(within the context of science) that is to be made as precise as possible 
(Carnap 1950: 3). However, precision is not only desiderata for evalu-
ating scientific concepts. Here, we simply need to pay attention of the 
goals of the scientists, which may change substantially depending on 
their discipline. Carnapian explication is thus merely one form of NCE, 
and we can simply allow for pluralism regarding the desiderata we can 
use to evaluate alternative concepts. 

The important lesson here, is that this way of ‘designing’ concept 
contrasts strongly with the second kind, I have dubbed moral concep-
tual engineering (MCE):

Moral Conceptual Engineering = (i) The moral, political, and social assess-
ment of concepts, categories, and classificatory systems, (ii) determination 
of their relevant context and purposes to which they are and should be put 
to use, (iii) reflections on and proposal for how to improve them, and (iv) pro-
posals for and active participation in the implementation of the suggested 
improvements. (Veit and Browning 2020: 9)

In the case of health and disease, these two kinds of conceptual engi-
neering match well with two of the three projects outlined in Section 2. 
Indeed, they perhaps allow us to understand why Kukla (2014) didn’t 
include those projects I called social science projects. Whereas what 
Kukla called scientistic projects and social justice projects design con-
cepts for a particular purpose—i.e. they are ameliorative—the social 
science project is merely descriptive. There, we are merely interested 
with how a specific community uses or has used the term. This fits bet-
ter with traditional conceptual analysis, or perhaps with some of the 
tools advocated by experimental philosophers.

Kukla’s goal is ultimately MCE, i.e. the amelioration of the concepts 
of health and disease to serve the purposes of what they call social 
justice by furthering collective wellbeing. Other purely normativist ac-
counts may target a different moral value, but they would nevertheless 
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still constitute MCE for being aimed at a moral end. As I shall argue, 
however, their own arguments may put a premature end to the very 
idea of this project. Indeed, Kukla recognizes “that there is no prima 
facie reason to think that our best attempts to specify a scientifically 
rigorous definition of health and our best attempts to specify a political-
ly and normatively useful notion of health will correspond with one an-
other” (2014: 516). Kukla expresses skepticism that health and disease 
can be expressed within unified concepts that would prove satisfactory 
with regards to the different goals to which the concepts are put to use. 
Once we have moved away from the traditional method of conceptual 
analysis we should become skeptical that they can be thought of as 
natural kinds or that there is anything like a single essence only wait-
ing to be discovered by an ingenious philosopher. Kukla’s opposition to 
this idea may stem from their endorsement of MCE. 

In passing, they note that disease could possibly be understood as 
biological pathology from a scientific point of view. But this is not the 
project Kukla is engaged in, since they seem to endorse a variant of 
Canguilhem’s view of medicine, with an appeal to the folk concept of 
health conditions as something that ought to be treated. Notice that 
this fits somewhat uneasily with their goal of conceptual engineer-
ing. After all, it is precisely the goal of refining the folk concepts of 
health and disease that drives attempts at a conceptual analysis of 
these notions. For instance, Kukla (2014) refers to the common idea 
that medicine as an institution is “designed, first and foremost, to pro-
mote, restore, and protect health” and that the “protection of health 
and distribution of health services is, almost all societies would agree, 
an important component of justice” (2014: 515). The patient, and their 
suffering, comes first. Unlike Canguilhem, however, Kukla’s view is 
oriented not on the patient-doctor relationship but rather the collective 
relationship between humans and medicine as an institution, hence 
the emphasis on social justice. This emphasis, Kukla argues, may ulti-
mately lead to a different perspective on health, such as “poor nutrition 
among low-income children” even when biological science treats it only 
as a state that is causally linked to actual diseases (Kukla 2014: 516).2 
However, this emphasis on only one aspect of how talk of “health” and 
“disease” is used, makes it unclear why the account would constitute 
why social constructivist or naturalist accounts must fail. If they have 
different goals, then it won’t constitute a failure of such accounts to 
miss out on the context of these concepts within political and ethical 
decisions about which conditions should be treated. It is only through 
recourse on what Kukla perceives as the most important feature of folk 
discourse that such statements that other accounts are mistaken can 
be justified, but this would just make it one of many proposals of a 

2 The attested inadequacy of the naturalist position may be premature. Multiple 
authors (Griffiths and Matthewson 2018; Matthewson and Griffiths 2017; Veit 
2021a) have argued that a naturalist account of health and disease may very well be 
able to account for categorising such states as pathological.
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conceptual analysis of how we should really understand folk discourse. 
The problem for a conceptual analysis of elements of our folk psychol-
ogy, is as Murphy (2012) notes, not only that they often lack coherence 
to begin—with ordinary language terms often used in very heteroge-
nous ways that would make a conceptual analysis impossible—but also 
that conceptual analysis only tells us how ordinary people think about 
terms, not what their actual referent really consists in (2012: 22). The 
latter requires a scientific empirical analysis, which may undermine 
the original goals to make folk terms more precise entirely. If Kukla 
were to limit themselves to the purpose of conceptually engineering 
a health concept for the purposes of social justice, this worry could be 
avoided, but then we would also have to cease all talk of replacing nat-
uralist and social constructivist accounts that simply have different 
purposes. However, as I shall shortly argue, even such a less ambitious 
version of Kukla’s account will remain self-defeating. 

I whole-heartedly agree with the suggestion that “in considering the 
best definition of health, we need to keep clearly in view the theoreti-
cal and practical purposes to which we want to put the concept, while 
keeping an open mind as to how unified a definition is possible” (Kukla 
2014: 516). While NCE and MCE do not have to come apart, this will 
only be the case if the goals of each project are not in conflict. In the 
case of health and disease we should be skeptical that the widely dif-
ferent goals of the different parties can be satisfied with a single con-
cept (see also Veit 2021b). Let us therefore examine Kukla’s proposal 
for an account of health and disease that serves the purposes of social 
justice—an account that, as I shall argue, demonstrates that the very 
notion of a purely normativist account of health and disease must ul-
timately fail.

4. Engineering ‘Health’ for Justice
In Kukla’s paper, we are presented with Boorse’s (1977, 1997, 2014) 
biostatistical theory (BST) account as the paradigm example for what 
Kukla locates within the ‘scientistic project.’ The BST takes, as the 
name would lead one to expect, statistical normal function as the core 
of health. Normal functioning for Boorse concerns the body (both as 
parts and as a whole) of an individual within a particular population 
(class) in which “a statistically typical contribution by it to their in-
dividual survival and reproduction” (Boorse 1977: 555). Health, for 
Boorse, is merely the absence of disease, which in turn “reduces one or 
more functional abilities below typical efficiency” (Boorse 1977). While 
evolutionary concepts (survival and reproduction) play a role in the 
BST account, one should resist Kukla’s appeal to classify Boorse’s ac-
count as an evolutionary one—indeed, Boorse explicitly argues against 
the selected-effects view of functions and has argued that evolutionary 
biology has little to add to our understanding of health and disease (see 
Boorse 1976). Boorse’s argument boils down to the alleged irrelevance 
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of the evolutionary history of traits to disease definitions within medi-
cine. This, of course, can be granted—but is also shows why Boorse’s 
account isn’t really a naturalist one. While Boorse is interested in the 
medical usage of term ‘disease,’ rather than its folk usage, the meth-
odology of trying to provide an analysis of the discourse of these terms 
(within a context) remains the same. A truly naturalist account must 
revise these notions in the light of scientific analysis, not mere social 
facts about language use in the medical profession. Boorse’s account 
may thus be better classified as a social constructivist account that 
focuses on the concepts of health and disease as they are employed by 
the medical profession.3 As I have argued elsewhere, a naturalistic un-
derstanding of health and pathology requires an understanding of the 
species’ evolutionary history since this allows us to understand their 
design and health correspondingly as the optimal response to trad-
eoffs from pathological complexity (Veit 2022, 2023; Veit and Browning 
2021b).

By disassociating social constructivism from normativism, we can 
see that some of the problems of Boorse’s account may stem from its 
uncomfortable hybrid role as both a naturalist account of health and 
disease and a social constructivist account of actual medical practice. 
These may obviously come apart. The way scientists conceptualize a 
concept and the target phenomena they are trying to capture can ob-
viously be mismatched. And if the science is a value-laden one such 
as medicine, there are reasonable expectations that moral values may 
have slipped into the concept of disease. Since these various goals can 
take different shapes in their own right, there is little hope for thinking 
that there must be something like a uniquely correct concept of health 
and disease that would address all of these concerns.

An important, but often neglected point that Boorse (1997) once 
made, is that “there can be diseases that are neither disvaluable nor 
worthy of therapy” and conversely, “physicians can be justified in non-
therapeutic activities. So the concepts of health and disease are far 
from settling all clinical or social questions” (1997: 99) even if this is 
often assumed and taken to be a substantive criticism of Boorse’s ac-
count. Boorse thus emphatically denies that his project has anything to 
do with what I dubbed MCE. It is therefore, as Kukla (2014) recognizes, 
“explicitly devoid of normative force or practical upshot” (2014: 517). 
Any naturalist account that arises from NCE makes it impossible to 
simply assume, as Kukla notes, “that there are any ethical or practi-
cal implications that follow in any direct way from determining that 
something is a disease, or that someone (or some group of people) is (or 
is especially likely to be) in ill health” (2014: 517). This does not mean 
that a naturalist account cannot lead to normative facts, but rather 
that it cannot be a priori assumed that it will. And it is precisely this 

3 See also Griffiths and Matthewson (2018); Matthewson and Griffiths (2017); 
Veit (2021a).
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reason why many have been dissatisfied with Boorse’s analysis, yet it 
elegantly shows how MCE and NCE can pull in entirely different direc-
tions. But to require that health must somehow be conceptually linked 
to justice is, as we shall see, a poor argument even within a social jus-
tice project.

Firstly, we can deny that a concept such as disease conceptually 
entails some sort of moral right for treatment, while nevertheless rec-
ognizing that both for evolutionary and empirical reasons—pathologi-
cal states are strongly linked to reductions in wellbeing, autonomy, and 
other ‘intrinsically’ important features of human (or for that matter, 
animal) life (Veit and Browning 2021a). It is hard to see why there 
must be a conceptual link between health and justice in something 
like an entailment relationship, as opposed to an empirical link via the 
bridging concepts of, say, wellbeing. Doctors, after all, frequently en-
gage in procedures to improve the wellbeing of patients, regardless of 
whether their intervention is properly classified as the treatment of a 
disease and sometimes do so even at the cost of a patient’s health such 
as the use of strong opiods. It is unclear why, even if health is intuitive-
ly a moral good, our best account of health and disease must turn this 
into a conceptual truism. Kukla’s repeated emphasis of the folk concept 
of health is an odd move to say the least in a paper that attempts to 
use moral conceptual engineering, which allows for the possibility of a 
drastic change from the usual folk understanding of a term.

Yet, the goal to have an account of health and disease that satisfies 
both MCE and NCE is what motivated many in the debate to declare 
Boorse’s account (and any other purely naturalist accounts) as inade-
quate. They maintain instead that we need something like Wakefield’s 
(2001) hybrid account for the purposes of policy-making, in order to 
account for both sets of goals. Like Kukla (2014), I believe that such 
hybrid accounts will ultimately fail to provide consensus. The projects 
are undermined by the very idea that we can have a single concept 
that satisfies the demands of both MCE and NCE. While something 
like a equilibrium point is a theoretical possibility, it has rarely been 
attempted to make the trade-offs and conflicts between these two goals 
explicit. I have my doubts that we will ever create a consensus on the 
topic of how much weight should be given to moral and naturalist con-
siderations.

This is not to say that hybrid accounts cannot be provided—in-
deed, I suspect that many of the accounts usually seen as naturalist 
or normativist turn out to be hybrid accounts once we make a more 
fine-grained distinction between naturalism, normativism, and social 
constructivism.4 And these commitments can come in different gra-
dations and varieties. Engelhardt (1986), for instance, is straightfor-
wardly both a social constructivist and normativist. Nordenfelt (1993, 
1995), however, while coming close to being a ‘real’ normativist in his 

4 Recall Boorse.
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defense of a holistic account of health and disease, appears to (at least 
implicitly) allow some role for social constructivism due to his empha-
sis on the role of conceptual analysis, rather than conceptual engineer-
ing. But the mere fact that many, if not most, philosophers have in 
actuality defended hybrid accounts does not, of course, undermine the 
existence and usefulness of drawing the distinctions I made in Sections 
2 and 3. These are distinctive projects and it is in principle possible to 
conceive of a purely descriptive account of how these terms are used 
within a linguistic community (although this may be the task for a so-
cial scientist or linguist rather than a philosopher), and the possibility 
of a purely naturalist conception of these terms to describe a natural 
phenomenon in, say, evolutionary dynamics between predators, prey, 
and pathogens. The problem with hybrid—unlike with pure—accounts 
is that there is no one standard on which to measure these accounts, 
since there is no a priori weighting that can be attached to the different 
goals for which the concepts is put to use.

However, Kukla moves from discussing the alleged failures of hy-
brid accounts to arguing that no truly normativist account—whether 
based on naturalist or social constructivist foundations—can be given. 
This is because such accounts fail to capture the social significance of 
whether conditions are medicalized, though as I argued previously, this 
may simply not be the goal of such accounts. If someone is interested in 
pure constructivism, they are simply engaged in social science and will 
define that a “condition or state counts as a disease if and only if it is 
medicalized, where medicalization is a social and institutional process, 
and health is the absence of disease” (Kukla 2014: 517). But the mere 
fact that conditions such as homosexuality or drapetomania were once 
seen as diseases provides us with no guidance of whether they should 
be seen as diseases, i.e. whether they should be cured.

As I argued in Section 3, the social constructivist is engaged in a 
descriptive project. Even when they are trying to provide a hybrid be-
tween a normativist (in the sense of justice) and a descriptive (social 
science) project—as for instance Engelhardt and Nordenfelt—the dis-
parate goals between the two endeavours may pull even more strongly 
in opposite directions than they did between naturalism and normativ-
ism, that could at least plausibly be bridged through the concepts of 
wellbeing and autonomy. Glackin (2019), who comes close to something 
like a pure social constructivism, neverthelesss rejects Kukla’s argu-
ment and sees it as “no objection to SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVISM, or 
to any other normativist account of disease, that it does not provide 
us with an expedited route to socially just treatment of patients” since 
“no version of the concept is going to do that” (2019: 273). He argues, 
that if “we want social justice [...] we must do the hard, patient work of 
argument and advocacy for it; just agreeing on the descriptive facts will 
not be enough” (2019: 273). When Glackin speaks here of normativism, 
he has social contructivism in mind—an excellent showcase for why 
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the label normativism is confusing, since it denotes both the project 
of identifying what is being disvalued as a disease and the question of 
what should be cured or treated. While I agree with Glackin’s opposi-
tion to the pure social justice project, he gives little argument for the 
claim that no version of the concept could possibly succeed at promot-
ing social justice. Again, we are only presented with assertion and it is 
the goal of this paper to remedy this omission.

An elegant philosophical move made by Kukla was to turn social 
constructivism on its head by replacing the what is being medicalized 
component of social constructivism with a what should be medicalized 
ingredient.

The Institutional Definition of Health: A condition or state counts as a 
health condition if and only if, given our resources and situation, it would 
be best for our collective wellbeing if it were medicalized—that is, if health 
professionals and institutions played a substantial role in understanding, 
identifying, managing and/or mitigating it. In turn, health is a relative ab-
sence of health conditions (and concomitantly a relative lack of dependence 
upon the institutions of medicine). (Kukla 2014: 526)

This account has obvious appeal, as it denies the naturalist treatment 
of homosexuality as a disease and the social constructivist treatment of 
drapetomania or masturbation as diseases in the past. It seems to be 
able to treat these judgements as mistakes, without appealing to ad-
hoc additions of value criteria. As Kukla puts it, the “connection to jus-
tice is built in [...] from the start” (2014: 529). But there are number of 
decisive arguments against this approach, that ultimately undermine 
the very goal of the moral normativist to offer an alternative account of 
health and disease.

5. Why Pure Normativism is Self-Defeating
While Kukla’s arguments are a welcome contribution from the anti-
naturalist side and expose many of the underlying conceptual prob-
lems in the debate, Kukla’s proposal is ultimately more flawed than 
the accounts they have criticized. Rather than give up on the idea that 
the notions of health and disease must intrinsically be valued or (dis)
valued, Kukla (2014) seeks to detach the concepts of health and disease 
from their intended targets within both biology and ordinary discourse, 
instead labelling them as whatever would contribute to social justice 
if it were medicalized. But the problem with treating statistically ab-
normal sexual preferences such as homosexuality or ‘gender identity 
disorder’ as mental disorders is not a mis-characterization of biological 
reality per se, but the empirical fact that medicalization has the unin-
tended side-effect of treating these conditions as ‘bad’—as something 
that should be cured, something that it would be better not to have.

Kukla (2014), instead of abolishing this problematic part of the folk 
concept of health and disease—one that has been criticized by utilitar-
ians and disability rights advocates alike as something that should not 
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intrinsically matter—embraces it and discards any underlying biologi-
cal or social phenomena. One should immediately be worried as to why 
it is the normativity, rather than say the naturalness of the folk con-
cept of health that should be our focus. Idealizing away all factors aside 
from the moral role of these concepts is, of course, only a move worth 
making if the underlying goal of the pure normativist to define health 
exclusively in terms of justice could thus be better promoted. But is 
this actually an instance of MCE? Kukla argues that their account (or 
at least a purely normativist account of some kind) must be right since 
there is an asserted intrinsic association in people’s minds between the 
abnormal and the ‘bad.’ But the mere fact that an empirical study or 
conceptual analysis of the common usage of these terms would reveal 
a normative component is irrelevant for the conceptual engineer inter-
ested in revising the concept for a specific goal. We could equally take 
the naturalist route that revises the concept in a way such that there is 
no longer a conceptual connection between what is called a disease and 
what should be treated. Despite appealing to the goals of conceptual 
engineering, Kukla falls prey to the old ideals of conceptual analysis.

The resulting problem is precisely what Kukla has criticized hybrid 
accounts for: they fail to carve nature such that disease constitutes 
a special moral domain. Indeed, this is precisely what numerous bio-
ethicists in the enhancement literature have argued for: there is no 
important moral distinction between the treatment of a disease and an 
enhancement beyond what is typically considered healthy (Savulescu 
et al. 2011; Veit 2018b, 2018a). Both methods enhance human bodies to 
promote the wellbeing of the patient; whether the underlying condition 
is understood as a disease or not is irrelevant. Note that this is MCE, 
without proposing a new definition of health. They simply maintain 
that we should use different criteria, such as autonomy and wellbe-
ing, when making medical decisions. Our collective wellbeing could be 
promoted in all kinds of ways by medicalizing certain states: think of 
hair loss in old age and many other conditions that are perhaps unfor-
tunately left untreated because they are a natural result of the aging 
process. Since Kukla (2014) gives up the dysfunction criteria of disease, 
many conditions that aren’t currently treated by medical practitioners, 
on the sole ground that they don’t constitute actual diseases, would 
have to be reevaluated. This would naturally lead to a radical revision 
of current medical practice. But here I want to step in: why then keep 
the concepts of health and disease at all? What is gained by keeping 
these terms? Why do we need this intermediary concept between facts 
about the body and concerns of justice, if medical professionals are now 
simply in the ‘business’ of using the current tools of medicine for the 
promotion of what Kukla calls social justice? In fact, Kukla appears 
unaware that their own argument would lead to a slippery slope that is 
ultimately self-defeating. Let us spell this important point out in more 
detail.
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Why is a purely normativist account bound to fail? Kukla’s account 
provides a beautiful example for why those interested in justice cannot 
simply define health, disease, and pathology in terms of moral con-
cerns. The problem lies in the connection between the institution of 
medicine and the concepts of health and disease. Let us for the sake 
of the argument assume that medical practice, medical practicioners, 
and the tools of medicine are simply a given. Those like Kukla, or us for 
that matter, who are concerned that medical institutions can misuse 
their authority to promote unwanted goals such as racism or homopho-
bia. It is historically well documented, for instance, that homosexuals 
have been discriminated against on grounds of living a supposedly ‘un-
natural’ life-style, something that was assumed must be pathological 
since it lowers one’s fitness. Homophobia has been justified by hiding 
behind the veil of medical authority. Neither the naturalist nor the 
social constructivist account of health and disease seems to offer much 
to prevent such misuse. This is why Kukla wants to put the normative 
component of health and disease centre stage—eliminating the need 
for any naturalist or social constructivist basis of health. There is an 
intuitive appeal to the idea that we should simply look at our institu-
tion of medicine and then think about which conditions should be con-
sidered diseases or health-problems in order to promote social justice.

The first major problem is this: Kukla leaves social justice entirely 
undefined, treating it loosely as some concept of collective wellbeing. 
Indeed, Kukla responds to this possible criticism by treating it as a 
strength of their account: “[w]hether one is a consequentialist, a lib-
ertarian, a Rawlsian, or whatever else, one can be invested in what 
we have called the normative project of figuring out how a just state 
should manage health policy and health needs, and our definition of 
health can be slotted into any such project” (2014: 526). But this ap-
parent strength of flexibility weakens the account. It amounts to little 
more than the unhelpful statement that we should define our terms 
in a way that promotes justice—whatever it is. The conceptual pos-
sibility proof is philosophically useful in terms of further exploring the 
conceptual possibility space, but it is pragmatically useless, since our 
modern societies obviously do not consist of a homogenous group in 
which everyone agrees about what justice should entail. If we accepted 
Kukla’s proposal, the very concepts of health and disease would become 
another battleground for those with widely different moral views. De-
spite aiming to accommodate the apparent ‘failures’ of the naturalist 
and social constructivist to condemn the medicalization of homosexual-
ity and drapetomania, Kukla does, in fact, do the opposite.

Consider for instance a society in which strict conservative religious 
views are in the majority, leading to the medicalization of attitudes like 
an unwillingess to bear the child of one’s rapist, the desire to love some-
one of the opposite sex, and the opposition to the dominant religion, 
classified as mental disorders on the grounds of ‘collective wellbeing.’ It 
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is thus not hard to imagine that Kukla’s own proposal would be used to 
justify the very things they aimed to condemn. Naturalists and social 
constructivists, on the other hand, can simply criticize old definitions of 
health as having been biased by the moral views of those that endorsed 
the medicalization of drapetomania. This I do not see as a failure, any 
more than the biological definition of a human being may fail to pro-
vide animals with human rights.5 Leaving the content of social justice 
empty is thus a weakness of Kukla’s account, not a strength.

Furthermore, I simply do not see how such a world would be prefer-
able to our current one, in which our institutional definitions for health 
and disease are widely shared and pragmatically accepted among many 
as something that deserves treatment—not because justice is somehow 
built into these concepts, but simply because we know that biological 
wrongs are highly correlated with losses in autonomy, agency, and 
wellbeing. So unless we were to live in a world where everyone shares 
the same concept of justice, it would appear that the institutional defi-
nition of health Kukla proposes would surprisingly fail to promote the 
goals of collective wellbeing—even though this was precisely the one 
goal it was supposed to achieve. Indeed, we may simply be better off 
by accepting that we should respond to those conditions that lead to 
losses in wellbeing, regardless of whether these are diseases—some-
thing that can almost universally be agreed upon regardless of one’s 
ultimate view on justice.

The first problem also emphasizes a larger problem that any pure-
ly normativist account of health and disease will share: a failure to 
ground health and disease states as distinctive from other states of 
moral importance and concern. To explicate this second and much more 
fundamental problem that underlies the motivation of this paper, let 
us assume for the moment that we had a universally agreed upon defi-
nition of collective wellbeing and social justice. In that case the insti-
tutional account of health would inevitably classify as a health condi-
tion all and only those things that are perceived to be something social 
justice should address. The institutional account is incoherent because 
it fails to recognize that institutions are inherently flexible and can 
change over time, changes that would lead to excessive broadening of 
the concepts beyond the point of usefulness.

Let me elaborate on my argument in more detail: If one approaches 
medicine from the perspective of justice, it is natural to ask what the 
tools of medicine should be used for. If one then rejects any connection 
between medicine and disease as a natural phenomenon, it becomes 
tempting to argue that medicine should treat and classify conditions 
as diseases if their medicalization by the institution of medicine would 
benefit collective wellbeing. What makes this suggestion incoherent is 
a neglect of the simple fact that the tools of medicine have been de-
signed, first and foremost, to deal with diseases. These tools are con-

5 Although animal rights advocates may disagree.
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tinuously improved and expanded for that very purpose. We no longer 
use outdated practices because they have been shown to be flawed or 
replaced by better ones. If we now classify any possible condition that 
current medical tools could address to improve collective wellbeing as 
a health disorder, the tools of medicine will inevitably shift to become 
better at dealing with those conditions. In fact, Kukla’s institutional 
account underestimates the plurality of medical practice that already 
exists: many of the current tools used by medical practitioners can and 
often are used to improve people’s lives. One only needs to think of cos-
metic surgeries or mood-enhancing drugs, regardless of whether these 
conditions are classified as health disorders.

Nevertheless, medical research has historically been tied to a bio-
medical, rather than a social justice, understanding of health and has 
constrained its scope accordingly. Kukla’s proposal not only changes 
the definition of health conditions into something much more flexible 
but also alters the very institution of medicine. The tools of medicine 
will evolve to better address concerns of justice, and more and more 
states we deem concerns of justice will thus be classified as health con-
ditions—precisely because the medical toolkit will inevitably expand to 
address these concerns. Unless Kukla (2014) insists that the current 
definition of medicalization remains fixed, medical practice would ul-
timately co-evolve into the practice of ‘social justice promotion,’ there-
by losing the distinctiveness that the concept of health and disease is 
supposed to capture. This is a highly unattractive proposal because it 
would turn anything seen as an injustice into a health condition. Jus-
tice would no longer be built into the concept of health: health would 
simply become justice. The very criticism Kukla applied to hybrid ac-
counts, i.e. that they fail to demarcate a unique normative role for these 
concepts, appears to apply even more forcefully to pure normativism.

It would lead to Rudolf Virchow’s famous dictum that “politics is 
nothing else but medicine on a large scale”6 except for the qualifier on a 
large scale being eliminated. Surely, such a result must be considered 
self-defeating, yet what could possibly stop it unless we draw on either 
naturalist or social constructivist resources to constrain what can le-
gitimately be considered within the domain of medicine? Pure norma-
tivism can be “pure” in name only. It must rely on some grounding in 
one of the other frameworks. 

As a result, an application of MCE, rather than explicating a novel 
concept of health and disease, would lead us to draw on either natural-
ism, social constructivism, or both, resulting in something like an im-
plicitly hybrid account. Another approach would be to reject this entire-
ly and, as some bioethicists suggest, focus on wellbeing and autonomy 
instead of health. I maintain that what Kukla has demonstrated with 
their account is not that we should build moral values into the concepts 
of health and disease, but rather that this part of our folk conception is 

6 See Ashton (2006).
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no less problematic than the intuitions driving the naturalist or social 
constructivist in their accounts. The popular notion that health and 
disease are intrinsically moral concepts serves neither the goals of the 
naturalist nor, as I have demonstrated here, those of the normativist.

Before concluding this article, let us consider whether an amend-
ment could salvage Kukla’s view. The most apparent solution is to im-
pose constraints on either (i) the institution of medicine or (ii) a purely 
normativist account of health. 

We may, for instance, postulate that the tools of medicine are to 
remain fixed. This would arguably stop the slippery slope of health 
conditions becoming a meaningless term. However, this approach is 
also untenable due to the very goals of the account. If we seek to im-
prove medicine with social justice and our collective wellbeing in mind, 
we would certainly want new medical tools to be developed, e.g. better 
forms of hormonal replacement therapies for transgender individuals 
seeking to transition. 

Adding naturalist considerations to a social justice criterion, e.g. 
a selected-effects view of dysfunction, may seem like a plausible solu-
tion and one I believe holds promise. Yet, this approach also faces a 
fundamental problem since Kukla’s entire argument for their account 
rests on the idea that hybrid accounts are doomed to failure. Thus, 
both amendments seem to only further strengthen my argument that 
Kukla’s account is self-defeating. If it is “impossible to build a norma-
tive, social justice project on top of a scientistic conception of health and 
disease” (Kukla 2014: 519), then perhaps we should abandon the as-
sumption that these concepts must have this kind of normativity built 
into them from the start.

6. Conclusion
The idea that the concepts of health and disease can serve the goals 
of naturalism, social science, and justice is ambitious, to say the least. 
Decades of debate should make us wary of thinking that there is a 
single concept waiting for philosophers to discover, one that preserves 
all of its ‘intuitively’ compelling properties. Kukla’s article highlights 
an insoluble dilemma within the concepts of health and disease. Natu-
ralists, social constructivists, and moral normativists simply have dif-
ferent goals for how these concepts are to be used. An obvious solution, 
then, is to embrace a more pluralist view, in which there could be at 
least three alternative accounts of health and disease, corresponding 
to each of these projects.7 Purely naturalist and social constructivist 
accounts have been proposed in the past, but they have gained very 
little traction. This raises the question of whether a pure normativism 
could be more compelling. Kukla’s institutional definition of health is 

7 Similar debates of medical vs social models occur in discussion on disability 
(Browning and Veit 2025).
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one of the first attempts to achieve this through conceptual engineering 
rather than conceptual analysis. However, what this article aimed to 
demonstrate is that a purely normativist account will ultimately prove 
self-defeating, despite its perhaps ‘intuitive’ appeal.

The first reason Kukla’s account may appear intuitively compelling 
as a purely normativist account of health and disease is the deliber-
ate refusal to define what ‘collective well-being’ or ‘social justice’ are—
terms that sound nice but will inevitably cause much more conceptual 
disagreement than the old debate about the proper conceptual analysis 
of health and disease. Secondly, there is a neglect to admit that for the 
account to work, the institution of medicine itself would have to be held 
fixed, thus making it a purely normativist account in name only.

The first problem makes Kukla’s definition an excellent model to 
demonstrate that the arguments presented here will undermine any 
purely normativist account unless there is complete moral consensus. 
However, this is hardly a feature worth wanting if one is interested 
in defending such an account. For the purposes of MCE, we may very 
well also want to engage in some NCE or social construction to con-
strain these concepts or replace them with alternative notions such as 
wellbeing and autonomy to ground moral decision-making. For health 
and disease states to matter, it would be sufficient if these states have 
some empirical, rather than conceptual, link with those notions. To as-
sume that something must intrinsically matter in order to be morally 
relevant, or to be used in decisions regarding public policy, is nothing 
more than an illusion.

The second problem reveals the self-defeating nature of the very 
idea of a purely normativist approach. If we ask what the unique tools 
and institution of medicine are, we must do so through recourse to our 
concepts of ‘health’ and ‘disease.’ This is precisely why this question 
has remained at the heart of the philosophy of medicine. But unless 
these concepts can somehow be held fixed or constrained through natu-
ralist or social constructivist means, medicine would simply become 
whatever promotes justice. Yet a definition that fails to distinguish 
health from justice and disease from injustice can hardly be considered 
a definition at all. Pure normativism must fail, but this does not mean 
that the concepts of health and disease cannot play an important role 
within moral deliberation and public policy, nor that social justice con-
siderations should play no role in these decisions.
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