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PHILOSOPHY

Agreeing to Disagree

Philosopher Richard
Feldman explores

the relationship between
belief and evidence.

Interview by Kathleen McGarvey

FOR RICHARD FELDMAN, DEAN OF THE COL-
lege and professor of philosophy, dis-
agreement must be an agreeable thing to
scrutinize. With his Rochester collabora-
tor, Earl Conee, also a philosophy profes-
sor, he has developed the theory known as
“evidentialism,” which considers the rela-
tion between belief and evidence.

For his contributions to epistemology—
the theory of knowledge—Feldman was
recognized this February with a confer-
ence in his honor at the University of Texas
at San Antonio. Trent Dougherty ’09 (PhD),
who completed his dissertation under Feld-
man’s direction, helped to plan the event,
which he nicknamed “Feldmania.”

“He has made the topic of reasonable dis-
agreement one of the hottest topics in epis-
temology,” says Randall Curren, chair of the
philosophy department.

In 2010, Feldman coedited the book Dis-
agreement (Oxford University Press), and a
collection of essays and critical discussions
based on his collaboration with Conee, ti-
tled Evidentialism and its Discontents, is
scheduled to be published in July.

What is evidentialism?

Evidentialism is a theory about the nature
of justified, or reasonable, belief. It holds
that whether a person is justified in believ-
ing a proposition depends entirely on the
evidence the person has concerning the
proposition. This implies that other con-
siderations—such as whether the person
has gone about investigating the proposi-
tion in a responsible way, whether there’s

PHILOSOPHICAL EVIDENCE: Feldman is credited with
bringing a new focus to reasonable disagreement
through his work on the theory of evidentialism.

relevant information available that the per-
son doesn’t know about, or whether believ-
ing the proposition is helpful or harmful to
the person—aren’t relevant to the justifica-
tion of belief.

Can opposing conclusions based on the
same evidence be equally reasonable? And
how does one move forward from there?
These are key questions. Evidentialism, as
it’s typically understood, would seem to im-
ply that opposing conclusions based on the
same evidence cannot be reasonable. And
if you make the assumption that in many of
the significant controversies in which we
find ourselves, people on the opposing sides
have the same evidence, then you have to

conclude that the people on
one or both sides aren’t reason-
able in their beliefs. Thus, even
if they’re as sincere, careful,
well-intentioned and thought-
ful as can be, they’re not both
reasonable.

This reply depends on
what I’ve called the “Unique-
ness Thesis.” This is the prin-
ciple that says that a body of
evidence justifies exactly one
attitude toward a proposition—
either believing it, disbeliev-
ing it, or suspending judgment
about it. Some philosophers
would deny this thesis. They’d
say that a body of evidence can
justify more than one of these
attitudes. In effect, you get to
choose. Whether this amounts
to a denial of evidentialism is a
tangled question.

Do disagreements over ethical
or aesthetic questions differ
from those over more empiri-
cal issues?

If ethical and aesthetic ques-
tions have genuine answers—if there is a
truth about, for example, what the right
thing to do in a given situation is—then they
don’t differ from disagreements about oth-
er issues. I think that ethical questions do
have genuine answers, although in many
cases it’s extraordinarily hard to know what
those answers are. In many cases, there are
underlying empirical issues—such as what
the consequences of what a particular
course of action will be—that are the source
of disagreement. That view about ethics is,
of course, controversial.

Fractiousness fills current political dis-
course, and much of the debate seems
to rely on loose standards for evidence.

Too often, our culture seems to take acknowledging that you have
no opinion as some kind of weakness. And changing your mind is,
at least in political settings, often taken to indicate incompetence.

I think it can actually show the ability to take new evidence

into account, which is a sign of rationality.
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How does that affect opportunities for
agreement?

It’s true that people disagree, often strenu-
ously, when they have painfully little basis
for their beliefs.

Too often, our culture seems to take ac-
knowledging that you have no opinion as
some kind of weakness. And changing your
mind is, at least in political settings, often
taken to indicate incompetence. I think it
can actually show the ability to take new
evidence into account, which is a sign of ra-
tionality. This situation strikes me as highly
unfortunate.

What can we do when we find ourselves
locked in disagreement with someone?
There are a couple of things to note. The
key one is to think about the issues you dis-
cuss as genuine issues and the people with
whom you interact not as opponents to de-
feat but rather as potential sources of infor-
mation that you should consider.

When you read or hear an argument that
comes to a conclusion you disagree with,
I think you should ask yourself, “What’s
the reasonable thing for me to think, now
that I've learned about this argument?” In-
stead, people often think, “How can I deny
this argument?” or “How can I ridicule the
person making the argument?” If you think
about things the way I suggest, it’s the ar-
guments and the evidence, not the people,
who matter.

There’s another thing people should keep
in mind. It’s OK not to have an opinion. I've
contemplated writing a paper on the vir-
tues of suspending judgment. It’s often the
appropriate attitude. People shouldn’t be
afraid of it.

And when you find that there are strong
opinions on both sides of a question, some-
times—though not always—that’s because
there is competing evidence on both sides,
and people on each side are focusing on
the evidence that supports their own view.
I think that in the cases in which one might
think that multiple views are all reasonable,
suspending judgment is actually the only
reasonable one.

A related point worth noting concerns
the relationship between belief and action.
Suppose you have to choose between two
courses of action and you have no basis for
a belief about which one will be better. In
such a case, it is reasonable to do either of
the actions, but it is not reasonable to be-
lieve that the one you’ve chosen is the bet-
ter one. @

UNIVERSITY LEADERSHIP

Four Elected
Trustees

Alumni, medical education,
and business leaders
join University’s board.

Prominent executive leaders in cable television, phar-
maceuticals, medical education, and business manage-
ment were elected this spring as University trustees.

Nomi Miron Bergman '85 is president of Bright
House Networks, the nation’s sixth-largest cable televi-
sion company, which provides digital cable, digital
phone, broadband Internet, and metro Ethernet ser-
vices to residential and business customers in metro-
politan markets in Alabama, California, Florida, Indiana,
and Michigan. An economics and statistics major at
Rochester, Bergman is a member of the University’s
National Council for Arts, Sciences, and Engineering.
She is a charter member of the George Eastman Circle.

Paul Griner '59M (MD) is a professor emeritus
of medicine at the University and senior lecturer on
medicine at Harvard Medical School. From 1984 to 1995,
Griner served as general director and chief executive
officer of Strong Memorial Hospital, where he’s credited
as a leader in the development of hospital programs
designed to improve the quality and efficiency of patient
care. He chairs the University’s National Council for the
School of Medicine and Dentistry and was a member of
the school’s Alumni Council. He is a charter member of
the George Eastman Circle.

Carol Karp '74 is vice president and head of global
regulatory affairs and risk management at Janssen
Alzheimer Immunotherapy R&D, an affiliate of Johnson
& Johnson. A prominent pharmaceutical industry execu-
tive, she has helped lead multiple companies in areas
of regulatory affairs, project management, drug safety,
and quality assurance for more than 25 years. A biology
major at Rochester, she is a charter member of the
George Eastman Circle. Her daughter, Sarah Karp '11, is
a Take Five Scholar for the 2011-12 year.

John Kelly is a corporate vice president at Xerox
Corporation and executive vice president for ACS, a
Xerox company. Kelly is a highly regarded consultant to
the financial services, technology, and communications
industries in the areas of business process manage-
ment and document services. A member of the George
Eastman Circle and the Executive Advisory Council at
the Simon School, he joined Xerox in 2004 as chief
operating officer of global services. Before that he
held leadership positions in technology consulting and
systems integration at NEC Corporation and Capgemini
in the United States and Europe.

—Scott Hauser
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