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Abstract

The view that epistemic peers should conciliate in cases of disagreement—the

Conciliatory View—had been an important view in the early days of the peer

disagreement debate. Over the years, however, the view has been the target of

severe criticism; an “obituary” was already written for the view, and, as a recent

proclamation has it, there is “no hope” for it. In this paper, I will argue that we

should keep the hope alive by defending the Conciliatory View of peer disagreement.

The primary strategy of my defense will be to separate the claims made by the view

specific to peer disagreement and claims that concern higher-order evidence more

generally. This separation allows us to see which problems cannot be addressed in

the context of peer disagreement alone. As I will argue, the upshot of making this

distinction is that although the jury is still out on whether higher-order evidence

should affect our first-order doxastic states, the Conciliatory View likely follows if

it does.

Keywords: peer disagreement, higher-order evidence, the conciliatory view,

epistemology of disagreement, self-undermining.
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1 Introduction

One of the tasks taken up recently by epistemologists is to formulate a modest

account of epistemic rationality: an account that would reckon with the fact that

we are fallible thinkers (see, for example, Christensen, 2020; Dorst, 2020). In

large part, this task consists of explaining what role (if any) we should assign to

evidence that our doxastic states might be flawed. Such evidence, usually called

“higher-order evidence”, comes in different forms—from learning about a common

cognitive bias to discovering that you were given a reasoning-distorting drug (for

reviews of higher-order evidence, see Horowitz, 2022; Ye, 2022)—but it poses a

similar problem in most cases. On the one hand, it seems intuitive that getting

such evidence should prompt us to revise our doxastic states significantly. On the

other hand, however, we still have first-order evidence which strongly supports our

original position. Whichever way we go—adopt a new state or stick to the current

one—we seem to be ignoring some piece of our total evidence.

One of the most frequently discussed examples of this puzzle is the problem of

peer disagreement (for a review, see Frances and Mathenson, 2018). It concerns a

specific kind of higher-order evidence: learning that someone in a similar epistemic

position disagrees with you. Early in the peer disagreement debate, different

philosophers have proposed the so-called Conciliatory View which states that

getting evidence about such disagreement about some proposition p should prompt

you to significantly lower your confidence in your belief that p, perhaps even to

the point of suspending judgment (Bogardus, 2009; Christensen, 2007; Elga, 2007;

Feldman, 2005, 2006; Kornblith, 2010; Matheson, 2009).

In the years since, the Conciliatory View received largely negative attention. Op-

ponents of the view have argued, among other things, that it relies on false epistemic

principles (Enoch, 2010; Lackey, 2010; Lord, 2014), violates true ones (Titelbaum,

2015), has undesirable consequences such as unwanted skepticism (Kelly, 2005),

requires reasoners to ignore evidence (Kelly, 2010; Sliwa and Horowitz, 2015),

gives wrong, incomplete or pernicious advice (Cruz and Smedt, 2013; Douven,

2010; Jehle and Fitelson, 2009; Rasmussen et al., 2018) or is self-undermining

(Christensen, 2020; Dixon, 2024; Elga, 2010; Matheson, 2015). Some have been
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quite stark in their condemnation: Lord (2014) has written an “obituary” for the

view, while Dixon (2024) has recently stated that there is “no hope” for it.

In this paper, I will argue that we should keep the hope for the Conciliatory

View alive by providing a novel defense of it. I will provide a precise account of the

Conciliatory View and show that it has the resources to answer the existing attacks.

That is not to say that the view presented here is a fully fledged and final account

of peer disagreement that can withstand all possible objections. Rather, my more

modest goal is to show that the view presented here can be defended against the

more pressing problems and can thus be considered as a very much alive working

hypothesis about peer disagreement.

My primary strategy will be to separate the claims made by the view specific to

peer disagreement and claims that concern higher-order evidence more generally.

The relation between the higher-order evidence and peer disagreement debates has

been frequently observed in the literature Christensen (2010), Feldman (2009), and

Matheson (2024). However, this paper is, to my knowledge, the first to systemati-

cally discuss how specific claims that make up the Conciliatory View relate to the

broader question of higher-order evidence.

This approach has two significant consequences. First, it allows us to under-

stand better in what ways peer disagreement is independently interesting from the

questions about higher-order evidence. Relatedly, it helps us see which problems

cannot be addressed in the context of peer disagreement alone. As I will argue, the

upshot of making this distinction is that although the jury is still out on whether

higher-order evidence should affect our first-order doxastic states, the Conciliatory

View likely follows if it does.

The paper is organized as follows. I will present and motivate the Conciliatory

View in the next section. Sections 3, 4, and 5 will, in turn, defend specific claims

that make up the view. These sections will provide novel defenses against some of

the attacks on the view that have not been sufficiently addressed before. Section 6

will defend the general approach taken up in this paper.
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2 The Conciliatory View of Peer Disagreement

Consider the following case:

Copy-Editing: You and Rory work as copy-editors at a magazine. You

are both considered to be very good at your job, and as far as you know,

you have a similar track record. You know this because the magazine

you work for follows a rigorous styling guide, so there is usually only

one correct way to copy-edit a given text. One day, Rory and you are

assigned to work on the same article. After you finish, you turn to

Rory, who works at the desk beside you, and proclaim: “There were

76 mistakes in the text; I’m quite confident.” Rory looks at you and

replies: “That can’t be right! I only counted 70.” You both recount the

corrections and confirm that there is indeed a disagreement: you think

the writer made 76 mistakes, while Rory only found 70. You are well

rested and were focused while working, and as far as you can tell, the

same goes for Rory.1

How should one respond to such disagreements? Should you change your confidence

in your belief, or should you stick to it? Intuitively, the former seems to be the case,

at least in the case above. Given the strict styling guide, either you or Rory (or both)

must be mistaken about the number of mistakes in the text. However, both of you

are equally good at your job, you have a similar track record at these things, and

neither of you is drunk, distracted, or in any other way cognitively impaired at the

moment. In other words, neither of you is in an obviously better (or worse) position

to get the number of mistakes right. Therefore, you don’t have a reason to prefer

your belief over Rory’s. Learning about such disagreement should thus prompt you

to conciliate—that is, to significantly lower your confidence in the belief that there

are 76 mistakes in the text, perhaps even prompting you to suspend judgment about

the question.

1This case is modeled on the canonical ‘restaurant case’ first proposed by Christensen (2007,
p. 193). The idea of using copy-editing as an example of disagreement was suggested to me by Dunja
Šešelja in a discussion.
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Cases like these (and the reasoning behind them) motivate the Conciliatory

View of peer disagreement. The view can now be further specified as a conjunction

of the following four claims:

Accuracy-Peerhood: Two agents are epistemic (accuracy) peers about

p if they are in an equally good epistemic position about the accuracy

of their beliefs about p.

Independence: Reasons to discount evidence of your (un)reliability

about p (in this case, the fact of peer disagreement) must be independent

of your reasoning from first-order evidence to p and your belief about

p that you adopted based on this reasoning.

Equal Weight: When involved in an actual disagreement with a peer,

both your and your peer’s beliefs about p should be given equal weight.

First-Order Import: Evidence of your (un)reliability about p (in this

case, the fact of peer disagreement) has a first-order bearing on your

belief about p.

This explication of the view closely follows Frances and Mathenson (2018) and

Matheson (2024), who call it the Equal Weight View. However, there are some

crucial differences. In the remainder of this section, I will elaborate on these

differences and provide additional details about the claims.

First, Accuracy-Peerhood can be further specified in two different ways. Ac-

cording to Elga (2007), two agents are epistemic peers if they are equally likely to

be correct about the thing in question. Alternatively, Kelly (2005) or, more recently,

Frances and Mathenson (2018) define peerhood as being equal in several epistem-

ically relevant factors. Kelly mentions access to relevant evidence, intelligence,

thoughtfulness, and freedom from bias. In addition, Frances and Matheson add

relevant background knowledge, time devoted to answering the question, intellectual

virtues, and freedom from distractions. Some authors also talk about peers being

evidential (Christensen, 2007) or cognitive equals (Lackey, 2010) or both (Cruz and

Smedt, 2013), which I understand as saying that they are equal in those epistemic

factors—evidence, cognitive capacities, or both.
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Another distinction is between accuracy- and rationality-peerhood (Christensen,

2016). Accuracy-Peerhood, the claim above, is limited to the accuracy of agents’

beliefs. Alternatively, it could concern their rationality—you and Rory, in the above

example, might be in an equally good position to both have rational beliefs about

the number of mistakes in the text. However, this rationality account of peerhood

would not get the Conciliatory View off the ground. The view is motivated by the

idea that evidence of disagreement indicates a mistake has been made. Since there

is only one way to correctly count the errors in the text (as per assumption), it is

not possible that both you and Rory are right. In contrast, it’s entirely feasible that

both of you are rational. Perhaps you both subscribe to subjective Bayesianism and

think that the only two constraints on rationality are conditionalization and laws

of probability. If we assume that you both obey these two constraints and that the

differences in beliefs come from your different priors, both beliefs about the number

of mistakes in the text would be rational. Consequently, the Conciliatory View of

disagreement must be limited to the cases of disagreement between accuracy peers.

In other words, this way of understanding peerhood evades subscribing to an

implausibly strong version of what has been called Uniqueness. Uniqueness, in its

strongest version, states that there is at most one maximally rational response to

any given batch of total evidence (Christensen, 2016). As Christensen points out,

there are good reasons to think this claim is too strong. For one, it is rejected by

the aforementioned subjective Bayesianism, a prominent account of rationality. We

can weaken Uniqueness by limiting it to accuracy: there is at most one maximally

accurate credence in p to any batch of total evidence about p. This claim is much

more plausible. In the Copy-Editing case, it is true by assumption, but it is natural

to think that it holds in various epistemic domains, especially when we make

descriptive claims about the world. The upshot here is that Accuracy-Peerhood only

assumes this weaker, more plausible reading of Uniqueness.

Second, Independence prohibits specific reactions to peer disagreement (and

other similar evidence) that seem inappropriate at face value since they lead to

“blatantly question-begging dismissals of the evidence” (Christensen, 2011, p. 2).

For example, in the Copy-Editing case, it prohibits you from saying something

like: “But according to my corrections, there are 76 mistakes in the text! Rory,
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you’re mistaken.” Independence is further refined and generalized in contrast to

its alternative presented by Frances and Mathenson (2018). On the one hand,

it specifies what should be put aside when considering whether to disregard the

opinion of a disagreeing peer. On the other hand, it generalizes the claim to other

kinds of evidence about our (un)reliability in assessing (or collecting) evidence

(for more about the role of Independence in accounts of higher-order evidence, see

Christensen, 2019; Ye, 2022).

The distinction between Equal Weight and First-Order Import is perhaps the

most significant departure from the existing presentations of the Conciliatory View.

The distinction stems from the idea that the introduction of higher-order evidence

requires a “two-tiered” picture of doxastic states that distinguishes between our

conviction (or justification) that p and our conviction (or justification) that our belief

that p (different kinds of this distinction are introduced by Dorst, 2020; Henderson,

2022; Lasonen-Aarnio, 2014; Ye, 2022). Equal Weight claim concerns our higher-

order conviction: we should be equally convinced that our belief about p and our

peer’s belief about p. On the other hand, First-Order Import concerns the relation

between the levels or tiers: our first-order conviction should follow our higher-order

conviction.

Equal Weight can be motivated by an appeal to the symmetry between epistemic

peers. However, it can also be motivated by pointing out the problems of not

giving equal weight in cases of peer disagreement. Elga (2007), for example,

argues that assigning extra weight to your beliefs in cases of peer disagreement

can lead to holding irrational, even absurd, convictions. Imagine that you and Rory

independently copy-edit the same long series of articles. You do not have any

outside information about the number of mistakes in the texts, but you can compare

each other’s judgments. Suppose that every time you disagree, you should be 70%

confident that you are correct. At the end of the series, you should thus end up

extremely confident that you have a better track record at copy-editing than Rory.

Elga (2007, p. 487) rightly points out that this result is absurd.

On the other hand, First-Order Import can be motivated by the intuition that

our beliefs should at least broadly follow our convictions about what is rational for

us to believe in a given situation. More specifically, rejecting First-Order Import
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can lead to epistemic akrasia. In this attitude, you “think you ought not to have a

certain doxastic attitude towards a proposition p, but you have that attitude towards

p anyway” (Henderson, 2022, p. 518).

The following three sections of the paper will defend Independence, Equal

Weight, and First-Order Import, respectively. Although some authors contest that

epistemic peers can be found in real life (King, 2012), I will agree with Cocchiaro

and Frances (2021) that Accuracy-Peerhood can be applied to cases of actual

disagreement and leave further discussion of this issue aside. There are two reasons

for this. First, the other aspects of the Conciliatory View are much more contentious

and thus need more attention. Second, as Matheson (2024) points out, cases of

peer disagreement are interesting even if they are complete fictions. He writes that

idealized cases of peer disagreement that focus on epistemically relevant features

provide us with a starting ground for approaching messier cases of real-world

disagreements.

3 Defending Independence

This section will defend Independence. First, I will discuss objections by Kelly

(2013), Lackey (2010), and Lord (2014). These objections argue that Indepen-

dence sometimes gives intuitively wrong answers and that no general appropriately

weakened principle can be constructed. I will present a novel reading of indepen-

dence that avoids these counter-examples. Second, I will discuss some more recent

counter-examples due to Moon (2018) and show that my reading of Independence

can deal with them without Moon’s suggested amendments.

Let’s first look at the argument presented by Kelly (2013). Consider the follow-

ing case:

The Black Death: After finishing copy-editing the text, Rory goes to

the cafeteria for lunch. There, she meets her colleague, editor Max.

They make small talk, and Rory mentions that she recently read a

fascinating article about the 14th century plague pandemic in the New

Yorker. Max listens to her and then announces: “I don’t believe that that
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pandemic ever happened.” Normally, Rory would consider Max a great

editor and her epistemic peer regarding common historical knowledge;

in addition, Max does not seem especially tired, drunk, or cognitively

impaired in any other way.2

Should Rory revise her belief that the black death happened after she learns that

Max, her epistemic peer, disagrees with her? According to the Conciliatory View,

she should. But that seems highly unintuitive: she has no other reason to doubt

the existence of the plague pandemic, so surely she should rather discount Max’s

opinion than change hers.

As Kelly points out, this strategy seems to be prohibited by Independence.

According to the claim, Rory’s reasons for discrediting Max should be independent

of her reasoning about the thing in question. However, in cases such as The

Black Death, it is precisely Rory’s overwhelming evidence for the existence of the

pandemic that most naturally serves to discredit Max. In other words, it doesn’t

seem unreasonable for her to say something like: “Max says the Black Death didn’t

happen. But it did. Thus, Max must be wrong about this.” Thus, The Black Death

is a counter-example to Independence.

One way to defend Independence, employed by Christensen (2011), is to show

that Rory does have other independent reasons to discredit Max. In cases like Copy-

Editing, the most likely explanation for the disagreement is that one of the peers

has made a mistake. Given that they are in an equal epistemic position concerning

the proposition, the peers have no reason to privilege one or the other’s beliefs.

But in cases of more extreme or unusual disagreements, it becomes exceedingly

unlikely that a mistake has been made. It seems hard to imagine that Max or

Rory are mistaken about the bearing of the available evidence on the proposition

that the medieval plague pandemic happened. There are other much more likely

explanations: one of them is joking or being dishonest about her beliefs, one of

them is under the influence of drugs, one of them has some ulterior motives (for

example, has lost a silly bet and now has to pretend), etc. Thus, Rory can use all of

these explanations to discredit Max’s opinion, and none has anything to do with her

2This case is based on the Holocaust Denier case, provided by Kelly (2013, p. 40).
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belief about the black death.

Kelly (2013) considers and dismisses this defense. While I do not necessarily

agree with Kelly’s argument against Christensen’s defense,3 I do want to suggest an

alternative defense of Independence. This defense recognizes that Independence

is targeted—it does not necessarily work as a blanket restriction on all reasoning

from evidence to the proposition in question. Specifically, it forces us to bracket

only reasons directly put into question by the higher-order evidence we received.

We can make this explicit by rephrasing the Independence principle as follows:

Independence*: Reasons to discount higher-order evidence of your

(un)reliability about p (in this case, the fact of peer disagreement) must

be independent of your reasoning from first-order evidence to p that

your higher-order evidence brackets and from your belief about p that

you adopted based on this reasoning.

Let’s take a closer look at how we should understand this added restricting clause.

Per assumption, Rory believes Max is her peer concerning common historical

knowledge. In other words, if p is a proposition about a commonly known historical

event, Max and Rory are in an equally good position to have accurate beliefs about p.

What does this tell us about the scope of Independence*, i.e., the limits it poses on

Rory’s reasons to dismiss disagreements about commonly known historical events

with Max? One option is to say that it prevents her from using all possible reasoning

that leads from her first-order evidence to beliefs about commonly known historical

3Kelly argues that although possible, the reasoning described by the strategy is too artificial to
be attributed to real reasoners. The idea that we need this whole procedure of finding independent
reasons to discredit someone seems to him “akin to the suggestion that, in a case in which I discover
that I hold two inconsistent beliefs, I should evaluate the credentials of one belief while bracketing
my assessment that I have overwhelming evidence for the other.” Although I agree with Kelly
that the reasoning described by Christensen (2011) is not the most natural, I don’t find this a good
counter-argument. Reasoning that violates Independence might sometimes feel more natural, but it
is nevertheless suspiciously question-begging. Therefore, we should prefer alternatives. In addition,
his comparison does not seem apt: peer disagreement is more similar to arriving at two inconsistent
conclusions about the same proposition based on comparable evidence at two different times than
coming to recognize (at one time) that two of my beliefs are inconsistent and supported by different
evidence. Unlike Kelly’s case, in these cases, it seems unreasonable to discard the second conclusion
because it conflicts with the first. I thank the anonymous reviewer of this journal for helping me
clarify this point.
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events. This is a strong reading, which gives an unintuitive answer in The Black

Death case. Since the Black Death is a commonly known historical event, Rory is

prohibited from using anything that pertains to or could be used to support her belief

that the plague pandemic happened as a reason to discount the disagreement as

insignificant. Since, per assumption, she also lacks independent reasons (e.g., Max

is not visibly drunk), this reading of Independence* implies Rory should conciliate.

Fortunately, a weaker reading of Independence* is available to us. This one says

that if two agents are accuracy peers with regard to commonly known historical

events, the reasons to dismiss their disagreement must be independent of reasoning

from this common historical knowledge. If p is a proposition about a commonly

known historical event (e.g., “the Black Death happened”) and Rory and Max

are peers with regard to commonly known historical events, Independence* now

prohibits them to refer to commonly known historical evidence that supports p, in

discounting their disagreement. In the above case, it prohibits Rory from arguing:

(1) The Black Death is a commonly known historical event, I learned about it in

junior high! (2) Max believes the Black Death didn’t happen. (3) Thus, Max is

wrong about this event.

However, in contrast to the above stronger reading, it does not prohibit other

lines of reasoning that still refer to beliefs about commonly known historical events

but use other evidence. For example, (1) I got reliable testimony that the Black Death

happened, which goes beyond commonly shared historical knowledge. (2) Max

believes the Black Death didn’t happen. (3) I’m not sure Max has any knowledge

about the Black Death beyond what’s commonly known. (4) Thus, Max is wrong

about the Black Death. Since Rory got a testimony that the medieval plague

pandemic happened (she read the article), she could use this reasoning to dismiss

her disagreement with Max. On the other hand, this weak reading still gives the

correct responses in cases where we want the peers to conciliate. For example,

in the Copy Editing case, you are prohibited from using any copy-editing-related

reasons to discredit Rory.

One might worry that this reading of Independence* is too weak. It only says

that reasons we provide for dismissing disagreements (or other kinds of higher-order

evidence) must be independent of reasoning that explicitly refers to subjects covered
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by peerhood (or higher-order evidence). For example, Rory could argue: (1) I feel

like the medieval plague pandemic happened. (2) Max believes that it didn’t. (3)

Thus, Max is wrong about the pandemic. This line of reasoning, indeed, is not

prohibited by the weak reading of Independence* presented above. But that does

not mean it gives Rory a good reason to disregard Max. There are other grounds to

dismiss it. We do not usually take feelings as sufficient justification for our beliefs.

It is not clear why we should in this case. Therefore, although it does not violate

Independence*, the above argument is not a valid reason to dismiss the disagreement.

It is not the role of Independence* to filter all invalid reasons for dismissing higher-

order evidence. Its role is to block specific reasons—suspiciously question-begging

reasons—while other epistemic principles can block other non-question-begging

but bad reasons.

To sum up the preceding discussion, I argued that Independence is targeted,

forcing us to bracket only reasons directly put into question by the higher-order

evidence we received. There are two ways to read this. According to a stronger

reading, this limited principle, which I called Independence*, blocks every reason

that pertains to the peer proposition in question. In other words, if Max and Rory are

equally likely to have accurate beliefs about commonly known historical events and p

is such event, their reasons to discredit each other should be independent of anything

that pertains to p. I rejected this in favor of a weaker reading. This one states

that Independence* blocks only some reasons pertaining to the peer proposition.

Specifically, if Max and Rory are equally likely to have accurate beliefs about

commonly known historical events and p is such event, their reasons to discredit

each other should be independent only from other commonly known historical facts

that support p. In contrast, if Max and Rory were peers but also renowned experts

on the Black Death, Independence* would have a much broader scope since their

expertise includes much more than just common historical knowledge.

This reading of Independence can also evade critiques that were leveled against

Christensen’s strategy. One such objection to Christensen can be found in Lord

(2014). Lord points out that “Christensen’s strategy is to show that Independence is

compatible with stories that deliver the right results.” He concedes that Christensen

can provide a story in which Rory would be justified in dismissing Max without
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violating Independence. However, Lord finds this insufficient; to him, Independence

is false because it blocks other legitimate stories that give the correct result. For

example, the one where Rory discredits Max based on her overwhelming evidence of

the plague pandemic. This objection applies to Christensen’s strategy. Christensen

insists that Rory indeed cannot use her evidence but must instead build alternative

explanations of the disagreement, e.g., that Max is joking. However, it does not apply

to the strategy used here. We already saw that Rory can use some of her evidence to

discredit Max. Some details of the account are still missing, of course. For example,

it is not entirely clear what evidence Rory possesses should be considered as part

of the common historical background and what not. Does something she vividly

remembers from school count as independent evidence for the event, or should it be

discarded as part of the common historical background? Questions like this remain

open.4

Nevertheless, I think my account, in general, gives us enough space to answer

Lord’s criticism of Independence. As stated, my goal is not to provide a fully

fledged account of Independence and of the Conciliatory View that will decidedly

answer all possible criticism. Rather, I aim to show that the view can, in principle,

be defended and there is hope that it will be fully vindicated in the future. Pointing

to the underappreciated aspect of Independence as a targeted rather than a blanket

restriction does just that—although some questions remain, it diffuses the main

4There are two additional worries about the reading of Independence* defended here. The first
concerns a potential conflict between Independence* and Accuracy Peerhood. The worry is that given
that Rory has an additional piece of evidence Max lacks, they are not accuracy peers anymore. If this
is the case, Independece* avoids counterexamples at the cost of sacrificing peerhood. The conflict
indeed arises with accounts of peerhood that require strict evidential equality. However, Accuracy
Peerhood, as stated above, allows for weaker accounts that do not conflict with Independece*. For
example, one such account could state that if Rory and Max are accuracy peers with regard to p,
they are, on balance, equally likely to have accurate beliefs about p, without implying that they are
strict evidential or cognitive equals. This reading then leaves open the option that, in a specific case,
one of them has some advantage without breaking the peerhood. A fully developed account of the
Conciliary View should further specify exactly what reading of Accuracy Peerhood is compatible
with Independence*. The second worry is that even the weaker reading of Independence* still gives
wrong answers in cases similar to The Black Death. What if, for example, Max also reads the same
magazine article about the pandemic? If we assume that Max and Rory are peers with regard to
reading comprehension, which is reasonable since they are both educated adults, Rory would be
prohibited from dismissing their disagreement by appealing to this piece of evidence. A full account of
Independence* should also answer the other questions that remain open. I’m grateful to the reviewer
for flagging these further objections to Independence*.
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charge of Lord’s criticism and allows us to address additional objections.

One such additional objection to Christensen’s version of Independence, pre-

sented by Lackey (2010), relates to this last point about the ambiguity involved in

considering which reasons Independence blocks. Lackey argues that in cases of

real-world disagreements, especially if they are unusual or extreme, there is often

a considerable amount of ambiguity involved in determining whether someone is

a peer. Thus, a balancing act is required. According to Lackey, when considering

whether to dismiss a disagreement, one is balancing the support or justification one

has for a belief in question with the confidence that the disagreeing person is, in

fact, one’s peer. Furthermore, Lackey argues that this act of balancing is all there is

to determining the epistemic significance of a specific case of peer disagreement.

In other words, she accepts this case-to-case balancing wholeheartedly and rejects

the idea that we can say something principled, like Independence, about cases of

disagreement.

While Lackey’s argument is convincing against the view of Independence

defended by Christensen (2010) that requires us to consider which explanation of

the disagreement is most likely, the view presented here answers it. Specifically, it

shows that no consideration of the degree of justification we have for our views is

involved in considering whether to dismiss a disagreeing peer. Instead, whether to

dismiss a disagreement entirely depends on the scope of higher-order evidence. As

already mentioned, some ambiguity can be involved in determining this, especially

in cases of peer disagreement. However, the view defended here gives strikingly

clear answers in some other cases. Consider this one:

Hypoxia: Rory and her co-pilot Max are out flying their small, unpres-

surized airplane, wondering whether they have enough fuel to make

it to Hawaii. Rory looks at the gauges, dials, and maps and obtains

some evidence, E, which she knows strongly supports (say to degree

.99) either the proposition that they have enough gas (g) or that they do

not (not-g). Thinking it over and performing the necessary calculations,

Rory becomes highly confident that g; in fact, this is what E supports.

She announces this to Max. But Max disagrees. Max points out that
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given the altitude at which they are flying, they are at moderate risk

of hypoxia, a condition that impairs one’s reasoning while leaving the

reasoner feeling perfectly cogent and clear-headed. Hypoxic pilots per-

forming the kinds of calculations Rory just did only reach the correct

conclusion 50% of the time.5

Should Rory dismiss Max’s worry that they are suffering from hypoxia based on her

high confidence that she has enough fuel? Lackey’s account calls for this option,

but I do not think that is right. The disagreement with Max presents Rory with

higher-order evidence that puts into question her reasoning, especially the kind of

calculations she needs to perform to determine the amount of fuel left. Assuming

Rory has no independent reasons to dismiss Max’s worry about the risk of hypoxia,

First-Order Import suggests that Rory should revise her belief that g. However, a

defender of Lackey’s view could argue that since Rory is only at moderate risk

of hypoxia while she is highly confident of her belief that g, she could dismiss

the hypoxia worry based on these grounds. Again, I don’t think this is the correct

analysis here. The reliability of higher-order evidence (i.e., the risk of hypoxia)

might have a role in considering the import of higher-order evidence on first-order

beliefs. In contrast, taking the justification we have for our beliefs into account

here would amount to question-begging reasoning of the form: (1) It is possible

that Max is right and I’m unreliable in making statements whether g. (2) But I’m

quite certain that g. (3) Thus, I can remain certain that g. Consequently, I think the

justification we have for our beliefs should not play a role in considering whether to

dismiss evidence about our unreliability.

The final upshot of Independence* is that it gives correct answers in a series of

cases, presented by Moon (2018). Consider this one:

Party: Rory is going to a party after work. She learns from a reliable

source that David is at a party and that Peter’s beliefs about David’s

location are unreliable. From this conjunction, she infers that David
5This is a modified version of a case adapted from Horowitz (2022)—the original case does not

include the element of peer disagreement. As far as I can tell, it originates with Elga (2008) and is a
standard example in the debate about higher-order evidence. I’m indebted to the anonymous reviewer
for suggesting the use of the Hypoxia case here.
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is at the party. At the party, she meets Peter, who tells her that David

stayed home. From the conjunction she learned before the party, she

infers that Peter’s beliefs about David’s whereabouts are unreliable.

Thus, she dismisses Peter’s opinion and remains steadfast in her belief

that David is at the party.6

I think it is natural to see Rory’s reasoning in Party as correct. Notice, however,

that it seems to violate Independence. In evaluating the epistemic status of Peter’s

belief about David’s whereabouts, Rory relied on the conjunction she learned before

the party. However, she used the exact conjunction as a premise in her reasoning

behind her belief that David is at the party. In other words, the reasoning she used

to discredit Peter was the same as the reasoning behind her belief, with which Peter

disagreed.

Based on the Party case, for example, Moon (2018) argues that an independence

principle should be qualified with additional conditions. His principle is worded

slightly differently, but since he considers it in a more general context, it is also

applicable to peer disagreement.

Moon’s Independence: “In evaluating the epistemic credentials of an-

other’s expressed belief about P, in order to determine how (or whether)

to modify my own belief about P, I should do so in a way that neither

relies on the reasoning I used to form my initial belief about P nor

relies on my belief about P itself, unless

(a) A justifiedly believed premise in S’s reasoning about P makes a

claim about the epistemic credentials of the other’s expressed belief

about P [...].”7 (Moon, 2018, p. 72)

However, I think this additional condition (a) is not necessary with the reading of

Independence* defended here. To see why, consider the scope of Rory’s and Peter’s

peerhood. We can assume that they are peers concerning David’s whereabouts.

6This case closely follows Counterexample I from Moon (2018, p. 68).
7Moon’s Independence principle includes two additional such conditions that answer other counter-

examples he presents. I will omit both the additional examples and conditions here for the sake of
brevity.
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Independence* thus prohibits Rory from using David’s whereabouts as a premise in

her reasoning to discredit Peter. Does this prevent her from using the conjunction

“David is at a party, and Peter’s beliefs about David’s location are unreliable” as

such? I think not. The conjunction has a first-order bearing on Rory’s beliefs about

Peter’s reliability, independent of its first-order bearing on her belief about David’s

location. Since Peter and Rory are peers only regarding the claim that David is at

the party, the first-order bearing on Rory’s evidence on her beliefs about Peter’s

reliability is unrestricted by Independence*.

To see this distinction more clearly, consider the following modification of

Party:

Party*: Rory is going to a party after work. She learns from a reliable

source that David is at a party and that this is a no-drugs party. From

this conjunction, she infers that David is at the party. At the party, she

meets Peter, who tells her that her drink contains a drug that makes her

utterly unreliable in reasoning from conjunctions. From the conjunction

she learned before the party, she infers that there are no drugs at the

party. Thus, she dismisses Peter’s testimony and remains steadfast in

her belief that David is at the party.

In this case, it seems much more unreasonable for Rory to remain steadfast in

her belief about David’s whereabouts. To see why, consider the scope of her

higher-order evidence. Learning that she took the drug concerns all her reasoning

from conjunctions. In other words, it puts into question all reasons she could

possibly derive from the conjunction “David is at a party, and this a no-drugs party.”.

Thus, she has no independent reasons to dismiss the higher-order evidence of her

unreliability. Independence* works as intended.

4 Defending Equal Weight

This part of the paper will take a closer look at Equal Weight. This claim states that

when considering how to respond to a disagreement, your and your peer’s beliefs

should be given equal weight. I will defend this claim against two attacks. One, due
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to Enoch (2010), states that the appropriate strategy of responding to peer disagree-

ment can have the effect of giving extra weight to your view. Another, presented

by Lasonen-Aarnio (2013), says that Equal Weight relies on an unmotivated and

undesirable constraint on our higher-order convictions.

Turning first to Enoch’s argument. He first makes a general observation that

to get cases of peer disagreement, such as Copy Editing, off the ground, agents

involved should have justified beliefs about who their peer is. I think this is right.

Consider, for example, that in Copy-Editing, you would form, independently from

your disagreement, an unjustified belief that Rory is, in fact, not your peer. Let’s say

you tossed a coin: since it landed on a head, you determined that Rory is not very

good at copy-editing, dismissing all the evidence you have that she is, in fact, your

peer. Consequently, you could remain steadfast in your belief about the number of

mistakes in the text. Intuitively, your reaction would still be irrational despite your

thinking that the Conciliatory View does not apply in this case.

Enoch then argues that this causes problems for the Conciliatory View. If we

require agents to have justified beliefs about who their peers are, they need evidence

for these beliefs. For example, in the Copy-Editing case, you and Rory have to

be aware that you have a similar track record of being right about the number of

mistakes in texts. In this case, as Enoch (2010) points out, the current disagreement

must also be counted into the track record. But how? Equal Weight states that

it could count either as your or as Rory’s mistake, thus forcing you to give equal

weight to both of your beliefs. In contrast, Enoch argues that in cases when you

yourself are engaged in a disagreement with someone (in contrast to looking at

someone else’s disagreement), you can be justified to count this disagreement as the

other person’s mistake, thus demoting their epistemic status.

But why does Enoch think that? This strategy of using disagreements as evi-

dence of other people’s mistakes seems to beg the question, and Enoch acknowl-

edges that. However, he thinks that it does it in a way that is not problematic: “The

crucial point to note is that there is really nothing unique going on here. [W]hen

deliberating epistemically about anything at all, your starting point is and cannot

but be your own beliefs, degrees of beliefs, conditional probabilities, epistemic

procedures and habits, and so on” (Enoch, 2010, p. 980). In other words, Enoch
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thinks that the first-person perspective is ineliminable—the starting point of our

epistemic endeavors is always our own epistemic states. As such, they do have a

privileged position. In cases of peer disagreement, we are thus not considering two

equal beliefs, for example, our belief that p and our peer’s belief ¬p, but the fact

that p and our peer’s belief that ¬p. Consequently, we should count the belief that

¬p as a mistake and reduce the epistemic status of our peer.8

Enoch thus rejects the Conciliatory View. However, he does not endorse the

idea that we can simply remain steadfast in the face of peer disagreement. He thinks

that we could react to disagreement “by simultaneously reducing [our] confidence

in the controversial claim and in the reliability of both [us] and [our] (supposed)

peer, though reducing it more sharply regarding [our] (supposed) peer” (Enoch,

2010, p. 993). That said, he does not argue for a general policy of determining these

changes in specific cases. Rather, he states that the degree of confidence about the

controversial belief you are justified to hold after learning about disagreement will

depend on other factors, such as the “other things you (justifiably) believe, [other]

evidence you have, [the] epistemic methods you are justified in employing” (Enoch,

2010, p. 994).

I do not find this argument entirely convincing. Regardless of the validity of

Enoch’s claim about the priority of the first-person perspective, I think his argument

engages in a kind of double-counting. Specifically, it seems that disagreement can

act either as a reason to reduce confidence in the belief in question or as a reason to

demote the epistemic status of the disagreeing peer. But it cannot act as both. For

disagreement to act as a reason for reducing confidence in the belief in question, we

must take it as evidence of our possible mistake. On the other hand, if we want to

use it to demote our epistemic peer, we must see it as our peer’s mistake. However,

8Arguments along similar lines can be made based on the notion of epistemic self-trust. Epistemic
self-trust is an attitude we can adopt towards our cognitive resources; it gives us a reason to remain
steadfast in our beliefs despite the possibility of making mistakes (Foley, 2001). This argument can
be extended to the cases of peer disagreement: when faced with peer disagreement, self-trust gives
one a reason to privilege one’s own belief—the result of one’s cognitive resources which one trusts
and can rely on—over the belief of the disagreeing peer (Rattan, 2014). However, as Rattan (2014)
already points out, this argument misses a crucial distinction between the general threat of making
a mistake and cases of peer disagreement, which can be seen as evidence that a mistake is not only
possible but has indeed been made.
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once we do that, the disagreement will already be accounted for.

Perhaps Enoch is assuming that the general threat of making a mistake is at

issue. As he states, when you consider how to respond to your disagreement with

Rory, you are not considering two equivalent beliefs but the fact that there are 76

mistakes in the text and Rory’s belief that there are 70. Thus, you conclude that

she has made a mistake. But it is nevertheless still possible that the mistake is

yours—ultimately, you are not infallible. Thus, it also seems reasonable to reduce

your confidence—that is, at least to some degree, since not trusting your epistemic

faculties in this way would lead to skepticism. In this way, we can see how one

disagreement can count both as evidence that perhaps we have made a mistake and

that our peer did make a mistake simultaneously. However, as Rattan (2014) shows

in his discussion of peer disagreement and epistemic self-trust, the general threat of

making a mistake does not have the same conciliatory pressure as the evidence that

an actual mistake has been made, which is provided by peer disagreement. Thus,

when this evidence is accounted for by reducing the epistemic credentials of a peer,

the remaining mere possibility that we are mistaken is not enough to prompt any

significant belief revision.

This relates to Enoch’s answer to the bootstrapping objection that can be found

in Elga (2007) and was already presented in the previous section. Enoch (2010,

p. 990) is aware of this objection but bites the bullet, contending that it is, “if not a

particular instance then a close analogous of a very general worry [...] that we are

not entitled to trust our own epistemic abilities to a degree greater than that which

their track-record calls for [...].” Furthermore, he thinks that this worry quickly

leads to skepticism. Between the two, he believes that skepticism is worse than the

possibility of bootstrapping.

While Enoch’s stance on bootstrapping might not be problematic as such, I

think it presents a disadvantage in comparison to the Conciliatory View. To reiterate

Rattan’s point, the Conciliatory View is not inconsistent with epistemic self-trust.

The Conciliatory View is a view about how to react to evidence of our mistakes.

Self-trust, on the other hand, is about trusting our epistemic faculties, although they

are fallible in general. In other words, it is consistent to (1) trust our epistemic

faculties despite the general awareness that we sometimes make mistakes, that we
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might be mistaken at this moment without recognizing it, and (2) at the same time

recognize that we should also take seriously evidence that an actual mistake has

been made. Since the Conciliatory View can fend off the worry of skepticism this

way without bitting the bullet about bootstrapping, it remains a promising view even

in light of Enoch’s considerations.9

Another argument against Equal Weight was put forward by Lasonen-Aarnio

(2013). She argues that Equal Weight depends on an unmotivated constraint on

our higher-order certainties, which she calls Indifference. Indifference states that

if we understand higher-order conviction as a probability distribution over pos-

sible credences about p, Equal Weight implies that the two peers should assign

equal probabilities to all possible credence about p even before learning about

disagreement. More formally, Equal Weight can be interpreted as stating that

PA(P(p) = r) = PB(P(p) = r∗), where P(p) is a first-order credence in p and higher-

order conviction is represented as probability function over the first-order credence.

Lasonen-Aarnio (2013) shows that accepting some minimal and uncontroversial

assumptions about the situation of peer disagreement, it follows from Equal Weight

that: ∀r∀r∗PA(P(p) = r) = PB(P(p) = r∗) (Indifference).

Indifference indeed seems to be a strong claim. It states that for peers to assign

equal weight after learning about disagreement about p, they would already have

had to assign equal weight to all possible beliefs about p beforehand. I agree with

Larsonen-Aarnio that it is hard to motivate this claim. Reading in this way goes

against the spirit of the Conciliatory View, which states that learning about peer

disagreement should lower our higher-order conviction in the belief in question.

Consequently, the above argument provides a strong reason to dismiss Equal Weight

and, consequently, the Conciliatory View of peer disagreement.

There is another way of looking at Indifference that makes it much less threaten-

ing. Consider Larsonen Aarnio’s articulation of Equal Weight again. It states that in

cases of disagreement, peers should judge that it’s equally likely that their first-order

credences about p are correct, or PA(P(p) = r) = PB(P(p) = r∗). Indifference then

states that peers should judge all their possible credences about p in this way: for

any credence P(p) = r, if a peer assumes a different credence, P(p) = r∗, these two

9I’m much indebted to the reviewer for helping me clarify the passages on Enoch (2010).
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credences should be considered as equally likely. As pointed out above, this seems

quite troublesome. But is it? Another way of looking at Indifference would be to

accept it as a natural consequence of taking Equal Weight seriously. If we assume

that peers should give equal weight to their opinions about p, it seems natural to

think of this as a blanket requirement—it shouldn’t depend on what credence about

p they actually assume. However, that does not mean that should never assign more

higher-order probability to one of these credences. Equal Weight only applies to

cases of actual peer disagreement: if one assumes that it’s highly likely that P(p) = r

and no one disagrees, one remains justified in this high higher-order probability

pace Indifference.

This limitation on Indifference stems from the fact that merely possible dis-

agreements do not have the same epistemic value as real ones. This has already

been extensively discussed in the literature. Christensen (2007), for example, argues

that actual disagreements are informative because they give us some evidence that

this possibility of error has actualized. Merely possible disagreement, on the other

hand, gives us no new such evidence.

Carey (2011) makes a very similar argument, only in a more precise way.

Consider the Copy-Editing case again. Let’s assume that when you and Rory copy-

edit the same texts, you agree about the number of mistakes in them and are right

about that 80% of the time; 10% of the time, you agree but are both incorrect; 10%

of the time, you disagree—half of that time you are right and Rory is incorrect, and

half of that time it’s the other way around. Now, when you first form a belief about

the number of mistakes in the text, you can be confident with 0.8 credence that you

are right. But then you learn that Rory disagrees with you. This means that you

have found yourself in that 10% of cases where you and Rory disagree. You know

that, in such cases, it is equally likely that either you or Rory is right. Thus, you

should give your beliefs equal weight.

Now, we can compare this with merely possible disagreements. It is always

possible that you and Rory would disagree. The probability of a mere possible

disagreement between you and Rory is thus 1. But if that is so, then merely possible

disagreements give us no new information and cannot act as higher-order evidence.

Because merely possible disagreements do not act as higher-order evidence, we
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must restrict Indifference to cases of actual peer disagreement. But if we do that, it

loses much of its strength—it becomes a natural and intuitive consequence of Equal

Weight. One might still worry that it is too strong since it gives unintuitive answers

in cases such as the Black Death. If Rory and Max are peers and assume different

credences to the proposition that the medieval plague pandemic happened, they

should consider their credence as equally likely, as per Indifference. However, as

we saw in the previous section, Rory has other independent reasons for dismissing

Max’s opinion as a genuine case of peer disagreement. Thus, I think we don’t need

to reject Equal Weight based on the argument provided by Lasonen-Aarnio (2013).

5 Defending First-Order Import

I will now discuss the claim that evidence of our unreliability about p (for example,

the fact of peer disagreement) should prompt us to change our belief about p.

This claim is necessary if we want to argue that disagreeing peers should change

their beliefs after learning about disagreement. In other words, First-Order Import

provides a bridge between higher-order uncertainty and first-order beliefs.

First-Order Import, or the idea that learning about peer disagreement (or receiv-

ing other kinds of higher-order evidence) should prompt us to revise our beliefs, has

received a lot of criticism. Some authors have argued that such evidence does not

have first-order import (Kelly, 2005; Lasonen-Aarnio, 2014; Littlejohn, 2018; Titel-

baum, 2015). Others have argued that conciliating in the face of peer disagreement

requires us to ignore evidence (Kelly, 2010; Sliwa and Horowitz, 2015), leads to un-

wanted skepticism (see Frances and Mathenson, 2018), violates coherence of beliefs

(Jehle and Fitelson, 2009), makes rationality come by too easily (Kelly, 2010), leads

to epistemic akrasia (Christensen, 2020), is rationally toxic (Christensen, 2016), and

is self-defeating (Dixon, 2024).

I will argue that none of these arguments directly target the Conciliatory View.

Instead, they all concern a more general issue of whether and how we should

consider higher-order evidence. As I see it, the above arguments fall into two

distinct groups. The first group of arguments rejects the general idea that higher-

order evidence should impact our beliefs, thus rejecting the view that we should
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conciliate with a disagreeing peer. The arguments in the other group assume that

the Conciliatory View relies on a specific interpretation of the First-Order Import

and argue against that interpretation.

So, instead of directly addressing these arguments, I will contend myself with

showing that (1) First-Order Import is not implausible given the current state of the

literature on higher-order evidence, and (2) that the effectiveness of some arguments

against the Conciliatory View depends on the specific interpretation of First-Order

Import. I will particularly focus on arguing that the Conciliatory View can avoid the

charge of self-defeat. Keeping with the spirit of the main claim of this paper—that

we should keep the hope for the Conciliatory View alive—I will not attempt to show

that First-Order Import is certainly true. Rather, my goal will be to show that, when

understood correctly, it is a plausible principle about higher-order evidence.

Let’s first look at the argument about the plausibility of First-Order Import. As

mentioned, First-Order Import concerns the relationship between first- and higher-

order convictions; it answers whether and how higher-order evidence should affect

our beliefs. Three general responses to this question have been suggested in the

literature (see Horowitz, 2022 and Ye, 2022 for recent reviews). One response,

sometimes called level-splitting, steadfastness, or the limits of defeat view, denies

the import of higher-order evidence on our beliefs. This response is motivated by the

analysis that higher-order evidence generates puzzles that are hard to accommodate

within a consistent account of rationality.

In contrast, calibrationism, or the higher-order defeat view, states that higher-

order evidence should have some impact on our beliefs, either defeating the relation

between our beliefs and the first-order evidence (in the case of negative higher-

order evidence) or strengthening it (in the case of positive evidence). This view is

motivated by our intuitive judgments in cases such as Copy-Editing. In addition, pro-

ponents of the view suggest that violating it would make us guilty of bootstrapping

and dogmatic reasoning (Elga, 2007) and possibly make us epistemically akratic

(Henderson, 2022).

The third response to the question of higher-order evidence, sometimes called

the dilemma or two-norms view, combines the previous two answers. It states

that higher-order evidence presents genuine rational dilemmas where all available
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responses are problematic. On the one hand, it concedes that higher-order evidence

creates puzzles that are hard to account for in a consistent account of epistemic

rationality. On the other hand, it argues that given our less-than-ideal epistemic

situation, we should nevertheless act upon higher-order evidence.

First-Order Import most naturally follows from calibrationism or the higher-

order defeat view but is also consistent with some dilemma views of higher-order

evidence. However, it is denied by the level-splitting or the steadfast view. If the

latter view was the dominant answer to the question of higher-order evidence, we

would thus have a good reason to reject First-Order Import. That said, this does not

seem to be the case. That is not to say that the steadfast or the level-splitting view

does have its share of supporters, among which Kelly (2005) and Titelbaum (2015)

explicitly use it to argue against the Conciliatory View of peer disagreement (for

answers, see Field, 2019; Kelly, 2010), but it is by no account a dominant view.

The question of whether higher-order evidence has first-order import goes

beyond well beyond the discussion of peer disagreement. It is a topic of lively

debate in contemporary epistemology, and it would be futile for me to attempt an

answer here. In any event, the debate about the epistemic importance of higher-

order evidence and, consequently, about principles such as First-Order Import is

still open. In addition, First-Order Import is consistent with intuitive answers in

cases like Hypoxia and Copy-Editing. It is also in some form assumed by other

views on peer disagreement that are otherwise incompatible with the Conciliatory

View but suggest that we must at least sometimes revise our beliefs in the face of

peer disagreement, such as the Justificatory View (Lackey, 2010) and the Total

Evidence View (Kelly, 2013). While it would be premature to accept it as the correct

solution to the question of higher-order evidence, it is most definitely a plausible

and reasonable working hypothesis (for a recent defense, see Ye (2022)).

Next, consider the argument that the effectiveness of some arguments against

the First-Order Import relies on authors assuming that the Conciliatory View adopts

a specific interpretation of the claim. To see the dynamic of this argument at play, I

will first look at the critique by Jehle and Fitelson (2009). Then, I will show how

this strategy can be used to reject a much more pressing charge that the Conciliatory

View is almost certainly self-undermining (Dixon, 2024).
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Jehle and Fitelson (2009) ask what it means to give equal weight to peers in cases

of disagreement. They propose an interpretation of First-Order Import under which

degrees of belief directly respond to changes in higher-order convictions. Specifi-

cally, under the interpretation they call Straight Averaging, peers’ new credences (P1)

after learning about the disagreement should equal P1
A(p) = P1

B(p) = P0
A(p)+P0

B(p)
2 .10

In other words, Straight Averaging states that the disagreeing peers should resolve

their disagreement by adopting an average of their prior credences as their new

credences. Jehle and Fitelson (2009) then argue that Straight Averaging fails as a

rational principle since it can sometimes force reasoners to adopt an incoherent set

of credences.

To see what Jehle and Fitelson mean, consider this example. Let’s say that you

and Rory are peers with regard to propositions p∧q and ¬p∧q, but not about propo-

sitions p∧¬q and ¬p∧¬q.11 Imagine that you disagree about the peer propositions;

after learning about this, you use Straight Averaging to update your credences about

them. Now, here comes the problem. Bayesian epistemology requires that cre-

dences are probability functions. This implies that an agent’s credences about a set

of mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive propositions adds up to 1. Let’s

assume that this was the case for your and Rory’s credences before you learned

about the disagreement. But to make sure that the requirement is still satisfied after

you apply Straight Averaging to your credences about peer prepositions, you must

also change your credences about related non-peer propositions. Unfortunately,

Straight Averaging does not speak to that. Therefore, it’s either incomplete, or, if we

read it as a requirement that credences about non-peer propositions don’t change, it

can cause agents to have incoherent credences.

However, it is essential to notice that this argument is limited in scope: it

concerns only a specific interpretation of First-Order Import, not the claim itself. The

10Note that Jehle and Fitelson (2009) take Straight Averaging as an articulation of the Conciliatory
View (which they call ”The Equal Weight View”). Thus, Straight Averaging is more substantial than
an interpretation of First-Order Import should be since it already assumes Equal Weight. A properly
limited reading would say something like: Evidence of peer disagreement should prompt one to adopt
a new credence, calculated as a weighted average of peers’ original credences. Together with Equal
Weight, this principle yields Straight Averaging.

11Is a situation like this possible? Jehle and Fitelson (2009) think so and present a convincing
example in footnote 9 of their paper.
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problem can thus be responded to by providing an alternative interpretation of First-

Order Import. This strategy is already employed by Jehle and Fitelson (2009), so I

will briefly outline it here. They suggest that we should modify Straight Averaging

with a clause about making minimal changes to non-peer propositions to satisfy the

coherence requirement. The upshot of their discussion is thus that there are some

difficulties and potential trade-offs involved in providing a Bayesian interpretation

of First-Order Import and, consequently, the Conciliatory View. Crucially for us,

however, they do not show that First-Order Import is untenable as such.

This strategy of providing a more precise articulation of First-Order Import

can also be used to avoid the charge that the Conciliatory View is almost certainly

self-undermining, presented recently by Dixon (2024). This charge is quite serious:

Dixon claims that under any interpretation of First-Order Import that gives intuitive

results in cases such as Copy-Editing, the Conciliatory View ends up self-defeating.

He presents the following deceptively simple but strong argument against the

Conciliatory View:

1. “If acknowledged peers recognize they disagree on p, then peers should

suspend belief on p. (Conciliationism)

2. Acknowledged peers recognize they disagree on Conciliationism. (Empirical

premise)

3. Thus, peers should suspend belief in Conciliationism.” (Dixon, 2024, p. 3)

Dixon’s argument targets a specific belief-suspension interpretation of First-Order

Import, which states that evidence of peer disagreement about p defeats the reasons

one has for their belief about p. He considers this to be “the most well-motivated

version” of the Conciliatory View (Dixon, 2024, p. 4). Furthermore, he argues that

even if we disagree with this and prefer a different interpretation of the Conciliatory

View, this almost certainly will not allow us to defend the view against his challenge.

In what remains of this section, I will first motivate a move away from Dixon’s

belief-suspension picture of the Conciliatory View and toward a degrees-of-belief

framework. Then, I will show how we can resist the argument in this framework.
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The primary motivation for moving away from the general suspension of belief

reading of First-Order Import is its limited scope. It only applies to cases in which

one peer believes p and the other ¬p. It does not give clear prescriptions where

one of the peers already suspends judgment about p. Intuitively, we would also

like to say something about such cases. For example, consider two scientists who

disagree whether treatment T has effect p. One scientist thinks there is no effect,

while the other judges that there is not enough evidence to make this call. In other

words, she thinks that the evidence could still go either way and thus suspends

judgment about the question. The two scientists disagree, but it is not clear how

Dixon’s “Conciliationism” applies to their case. Meanwhile, a credal version of the

Conciliatory View, e.g., Straight Averaging, would have no problem with providing

an answer in this case.

What Dixon calls Conciliationism is thus a limited interpretation of First-Order

Import. Thus, we can reject his argument by rejecting the first premise and providing

a different interpretation of the view. However, Dixon already anticipates this

response and provides an answer to it. He gives this argument:

1. “If argument A adequately defends the Conciliatory View from the self-

undermining challenge, then epistemic peers do not disagree with the reason-

ing or auxiliary premises of A.

2. Epistemic peers (almost certainly) disagree with the reasoning or auxiliary

premises of A.

3. Thus, A (almost certainly) fails to adequately defend the Conciliatory View

from the self-undermining challenge.” (Dixon, 2024, p. 8)

This argument extends the logic of the initial argument against the Conciliatory

View to all possible defenses of the view: if peers disagree about a premise used

in the defense of the Conciliatory View, then this premise is, by the view’s own

lights, undermined. For example, let’s say we argue that a specific interpretation of

First-Order Import, call it Import*, defends the Conciliatory View against Dixon’s

self-undermining argument. But assume that Import* itself is not uncontroversial

(which is highly plausible given the state of the literature). If that is the case, we
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should, in Import*’s own light, conciliate with our peers about Import*. But if we

should conciliate about Import*, we cannot use Import* as a justified premise in

our argument in defense of the Conciliatory View.

This is a persuasive argument. But I do not think it is correct. Specifically,

premise (1) does not seem to me to necessarily follow from the Conciliatory View.

In other words, we can construct examples where agents correctly follow a credal

version of the view but are not susceptible to the above argument. We can already

get one such example by modifying the case of the two scientists from above. Two

philosophers disagree on whether Straight Averaging is a correct interpretation of

the First-Order Import: one thinks that it is, while the other suspends judgment

about it. In this case, the principle would not be self-undermining: by applying

Straight Averaging, the first philosopher could still retain a relatively high credence

in it.

Notice that this only helps in a very specific set of cases. To exclude them, we

could amend the second premise of the above argument to read: (2*) “Epistemic

peers (almost certainly) disagree with the reasoning or auxiliary premises of A, such

that some peers believe A while others believe not-A.” Although (2*) is stronger

than (2), I still find it convincing, especially in the context of a philosophical debate.

However, even with (2*), it is still possible to construct counter-examples to

Dixon’s argument once we are considering credal versions of the Conciliatory View.

Let’s say we think the weakened version of Straight Averaging, Straight Averag-

ing*, which says that our new post-disagreement credences should be calculated

as a weighted average of peers’ original credences, is the right interpretation of

First-Order Import. Together with the other claims made by the Conciliatory View,

Straight Averaging* does not imply what Dixon calls Conciliationism: “If acknowl-

edged peers recognize that they disagree on p, then peers should suspend belief

on p.” Consequently, we have an answer to Dixon’s self-undermining challenge.

Now, this is where the second part of Dixon’s argument kicks in: there will, of

course, be disagreement about this, so sooner or later, we should also conciliate

about, and thus undermine, Straight Averaging*. But consider one specific such

scenario: let’s say that most of the disagreeing peers are quite positive about the

view (although with a range of different credences). At the same time, there are only
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a few strong dissenters. In such a case, it is not unimaginable that after conciliating,

we end up with a relatively high credence in the view. Perhaps even a credence that

would warrant the belief that Straight Averaging* is the right view to have about

First-Order Import.

The upshot of this case is that we can still believe that First-Order Import should

be interpreted as Straight Averaging* despite there being substantial disagreement

about it. Thus, it is possible, pace premise (1) from above, to imagine that an

argument adequately defends the Conciliatory View, despite the fact that epistemic

peers do disagree with relation to this argument. This is then a counter-example to

Dixon’s self-undermining challenge.

To elaborate, I do not wish to endorse Straight Averaging* as a correct interpre-

tation of First-Order Import. All I want to show is that it is possible to develop a

credal version of the Conciliatory View that can, in principle, walk the goldilocks

line between being strong enough to give intuitive answers in cases such as Copy-

Editing while not being self-undermining. Dixon claims that any such attempt will

almost certainly fail. But the above case does not seem especially implausible or

contrived and cannot, in my mind, be dismissed on these grounds. Thus, this keeps

the hope alive, at least for a credential version of the Conciliatory View.12

6 Concluding Defense

The previous three sections of this paper defended different aspects of the Concilia-

tory View of peer disagreement. This concluding section will defend the general

approach taken up in the paper. I will defend my approach against two charges: (1)

it amounts to misguided gerrymandering of epistemological principles, and (2) it

ends up with a view that does not resemble what is commonly understood as the

Conciliatory View.

More specifically, the gerrymandering objection states that my defense of the

Conciliatory View consists of assigning only unproblematic claims to the view

while unloading the more troublesome ones onto the higher-order evidence debate.

12I must again thank the reviewer for helping me to clarify the discussion of the self-undermining
worry.
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To recall, the primary strategy was to separate the claims made by the view specific

to peer disagreement debate and claims that concern higher-order evidence more

generally. However, I think this was done with some care. For example, although

Independence concerns the problem of higher-order evidence more generally, I

provided a novel defense of the principle. Some might nonetheless find it problem-

atic that the exact meaning of First-Order Import was left unspecified. However,

I see this as an advantage of my approach rather than a downside. It shows that

the Conciliatory View is compatible with multiple accounts of how higher-order

evidence affects our beliefs.

The second worry asks: is the view defended here—with so much still left

open—still what is typically understood as the Conciliatory View? For example,

what if it turns out that First-Order Import is correct, but only in a very minimal

sense? In other words, what if it turns out that even evidence of our complete

unreliability about p should only have a very minimal effect on our beliefs? Would

such a minimal reading get the Conciliatory View of peer disagreement off the

ground?

Probably not. Such a view would not give intuitively correct answers in cases

like Copy-Editing. However, I do not find this option very likely. Since cases of

peer disagreement are also cases of higher-order evidence, every intuitive account

of the epistemic role of higher-order evidence would already have to consider these

cases. Thus, if it turns out that higher-order evidence does have first-order import,

the Conciliatory View of peer disagreement will likely follow.
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