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Abstract  Elgin has presented an extensive defence of reflective equilibrium embedded in an epistemology 

which focuses on objectual understanding rather than ordinary propositional knowledge. This paper has 

two goals: to suggest an account of reflective equilibrium which is sympathetic to Elgin’s but includes a 

range of further developments, and to analyse its role in an account of understanding. We first address the 

structure of reflective equilibrium as a target state and argue that reflective equilibrium requires more than 

an equilibrium in the sense of a coherent position (i.e. an agreement of commitments, theory and back-

ground theories). On the one hand, the position also needs to be stable between a ‘conservative’ pull of 

input commitments and a ‘progressive’ pull of epistemic goals; on the other hand, reflective equilibrium 

requires that enough of the resulting commitments have some credibility independent of the coherence of 

the position. We then turn to the dynamics of reflective equilibrium, the process of mutual adjustment of 

commitments and theories. Here, the most pressing internal challenges for defenders of reflective equilib-

rium arise: to characterize this process more exactly and to explain its status in relation to reflective 

equilibrium as a target state. Finally, we investigate the role of reflective equilibrium in Elgin’s account of 

understanding, and argue that objectual understanding cannot be explained in terms of reflective equilib-

rium alone. An epistemic agent who understands a subject matter by means of a theory also needs to be 

able to use this theory and the theory needs to meet some external rightness condition.  

Keywords   reflective equilibrium, justification, understanding, truth, coherence, theoretical virtues 

1. Introduction

Reflective equilibrium is an account of epistemic justification which is usually traced back to the work 
of Goodman (1983) and Rawls (1999b) and standardly understood as involving a dynamic and a static 
aspect: we start out with our judgements about a subject matter, introduce systematic principles that 
aim at accounting for these judgements, and – since in all likelihood, there will be discrepancies 
between the proposed principles and our judgements – proceed by adjusting principles and judgements 
until we reach a state in which our judgements agree with the systematic principles and are supported 
(in so-called “wide” reflective equilibrium) by background theories.  

Appealing to reflective equilibrium is popular in all philosophical disciplines from metaethics and 
bioethics to logic and philosophy of science, and some philosophers consider it to be the core method 
of philosophy. David Lewis, for example, writes “Our common task is to find out what equilibria there 
are that can withstand examination” (1983:x; see also Keefe 2000:ch 2.1; DePaul 1998). Catherine 
Elgin, however, goes further. Her project is to develop a reflective-equilibrium based epistemology. In 
a series of papers, chapters and books (most notably Elgin 1983; 1996; 2014; 2017) she has presented 
an extensive and elaborate analysis and defence of reflective equilibrium. But although – or maybe 
because – her theory has the potential of moving the discussion about reflective equilibrium to another 
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level, it has been widely ignored in the ongoing debate about reflective equilibrium.1 This, we submit, 
is a glaring shortcoming of the current debate.  

Particularly in her recent work (e.g. Elgin 2006; 2007; 2012; 2017), Elgin embeds her account of 
reflective equilibrium in a wider epistemological picture, which involves a shift in focus from proposi-
tional knowledge to the understanding of entire subject matters or topics, so-called “objectual under-
standing”. Even though this has made her a key figure in the ongoing debate about understanding, the 
idea of a reflective equilibrium has hardly been taken up in this debate. 

In this paper, we pursue two goals: we develop an account of reflective equilibrium which is sym-
pathetic to Elgin’s but includes a range of further developments, and we analyse its role in an account 
of understanding. Although our account of reflective equilibrium is based on Elgin’s, we do not 
attempt to deal with all intended applications of Elgin’s conception of reflective equilibrium. Elgin 
addresses understanding not only in the sciences, the humanities and philosophy, but also in the arts 
and everyday epistemic practices. She therefore analyses the epistemic functions of a broad range of 
representational devices, including theories and models, as well as non-propositional and non-verbal 
(e.g. pictorial or diagrammatic) symbols used literally and metaphorically (Elgin 2017:89). This paper 
has a more limited scope in two respects. Firstly, we focus on epistemic justification in the context of 
understanding by means of theories, but use “theory” in a very broad sense that includes scientific 
theories, theory-like representations such as mathematical models, and normative and philosophical 
theories. Secondly, we will often simplify and address theories as systems of propositions, leaving 
aside non-propositional elements such as categories, diagrams and graphs.  

Section 2 develops an account of reflective equilibrium. We first address the structure of reflective 
equilibrium as a target state. In sections 2.2–2.4, we analyse key features of Elgin’s theory, specifi-
cally, the holistic character of reflective-equilibrium states, the role of theoretical virtues, and non-
coherentist aspects of epistemic justification. This leads us to suggest a number of further develop-
ments, which are based on distinctions routinely overlooked in the literature. In particular, we argue 
that an epistemic agent’s commitments about a subject matter need to be distinguished from her 
epistemic goals and the theory she develops. Using these distinctions, we put forward four conditions 
a position in reflective equilibrium must meet. The result is an account of reflective equilibrium that is 
substantially more elaborated than the usual descriptions in the literature. Section 2.5 then focuses on 
the dynamics of reflective equilibrium, the process of equilibrating. It brings us to what we take to be 
the most pressing internal challenges for defenders of reflective equilibrium: characterizing this 
process more exactly and explaining its status in relation to reflective equilibrium as a target state. In 
Section 3, we turn to the broader epistemological picture and investigate the role of reflective equilib-
rium in Elgin’s account of understanding. We examine how far reflective equilibrium can take us in 
providing an explanation of objectual understanding, and whether an account of understanding 
requires additional conditions. 

2. The structure of reflective equilibrium  

Elgin summarizes her basic understanding of reflective equilibrium as a target state of as follows:  

Because the elements of the resulting account are reasonable in light of one another, they are in equilibrium; 
because the account as a whole is as reasonable as any available alternative in light of the relevant antecedent 
commitments, its equilibrium is reflective. (Elgin 2017:66) 2  

 

 1 There is, for example, no substantial reference to Elgin’s work in any recent survey on reflective 
equilibrium (see Cath 2016; Daniels 2018; DePaul 2011; 2013; McPherson 2015; Tersman 2018). 

 2 Similar statements can be found in many instances since Elgin 1993, e.g. 1996:13, 99, 107; 
2014:254.  



– 3 –  

In comparison with what we standardly find in the literature on reflective equilibrium, some points 
immediately stand out. At the heart of Goodman’s and Rawls’s account of reflective equilibrium, there 
is a contrast between two basic elements, namely the practice of inferring and judgements about 
logical validity versus principles of valid inference (Goodman 1983:62–6), and ethical judgements 
versus principles (Rawls 1999b:17–9). Elgin, however, does not give centre stage to such a contrast, 
but rather speaks of an account, which she takes to include not merely a set of propositions about a 
subject matter but a wide variety of commitments which also pertain to methods, standards and goals.3 
Another striking feature of Elgin’s account of reflective equilibrium relates to the status of coherence. 
Whereas coherence is often taken to be the essence of reflective equilibrium, Elgin appeals not only to 
coherence (“reasonable in light of one another”), but explicitly insists on a non-coherentist element 
when she demands that a justified account additionally needs to be appropriately tied to “antecedent 
commitments”.4  

In what follows, we take Elgin’s non-standard theory of reflective equilibrium as a starting point 
for suggesting an account of reflective equilibrium which includes a range of further developments. In 
sections 2.2–2.4, we argue that some additional distinctions are needed, both with respect to the ele-
ments that are involved in a reflective-equilibrium state and the conditions for such a state. In 
particular, we distinguish, within an account, between an agent’s commitments to propositions about 
the subject matter at hand, the epistemic goals the agent tries to do justice to (2.2) and the theory of the 
subject matter the agent develops (2.3). As concerns the conditions for reflective equilibrium, we 
argue that a more perspicuous account of reflective equilibrium replaces Elgin’s two conditions of 
reasonableness by four partly antagonistic requirements (2.4). Section 2.5 then analyses the dynamic 
aspect of reflective equilibrium in more detail and investigates the relevance of the process of equili-
brating for justification by reflective equilibrium.  

There are, however, a number of interesting points of Elgin’s conception of reflective equilibrium 
which we will not be able to discuss here, for example, the way in which reflective equilibrium is a 
matter of degree, the requirement that an account in reflective equilibrium should be at least as reason-
able as any available alternative, as well as social aspects of reflective equilibrium, which become 
conspicuous once we realize that the commitments of others are relevant too and that striving for 
reflective equilibrium is, especially in the sciences, a collaborative process.  

A good starting point for getting a better grasp of Elgin’s s conception of reflective equilibrium is 
her broad notion of account sketched above.  

2.1. Elgin’s notion of an account  

When Elgin characterizes reflective equilibrium as a state in which the elements of an account are 
“reasonable in light of each other”, she is quick to underline that an account includes an entire range of 
different types of elements (e.g. 2017:12, 65). To begin with, there are elements which directly consti-
tute the content of one’s understanding of the subject matter in question. They include all kinds of 
propositions (from the singular and concrete to the most general and abstract) about the subject matter, 
as well as non-propositional elements such as information coded in certain non-verbal representations 
(e.g. diagrams) and categories used to structure the subject matter. In what follows, we call the 
ensemble of these object-level elements a position. In addition, an account also comprises the episte-
mology and methodology which guides the investigation of the subject matter, the standards for 
 

 3 In this paper, we use “account” both in the usual, non-terminological, sense (especially when 
speaking of “an account of reflective equilibrium”) and in the technical sense introduced by Elgin. 
We trust that the context makes clear which sense is intended. We do not suggest that Elgin’s 
account of reflective equilibrium is an account in her technical sense.  

 4 This idea of a tie needs further analysis; we will undertake it in Sect. 2.4. 
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assessing a position, as well as the pragmatic-epistemic objective that motivates the search for a posi-
tion in reflective equilibrium.  

As an example, take a decision theorist who seeks to understand preferences. The objective driving 
her inquiry may be, for example, to develop a normative theory of rational preferences and she places 
a high premium on standards such as numerical precision, mathematical tractability and general 
applicability, maybe at the expense of being representable in an easily graspable way. The position she 
comes up with may include commitments about particular examples (i.e. the rationality of some spe-
cific preferences of a particular person; e.g. that my preferring apples to prunes, prunes to pears and 
pears to apples is irrational) or general judgements (e.g. that cyclic preferences (as in the preceding 
example) are irrational); a mathematical notation for representing preferences (e.g. xRy, xPy etc.); 
theoretical statements and models (such as Sen’s Property  expressing “independence of irrelevant 
alternatives”, which holds that if, e.g. apple is my preferred choice, then it should be my preferred 
choice independent of whether prunes are on offer too); categories (a comparative notion of x is 
weakly preferred to y); and criteria for relating stated preferences to their formal representations.  

The main reason why Elgin works with such a broad notion of an account is that it dovetails with 
holism about justification (e.g. 1989:91; 1996:13; 2017:63, 102) and with the view that reflective 
equilibrium is an account of epistemic justification which is general rather than tailored to a specific 
domain such as logic, ethics or theories of rationality.5 This is best explained together with the meta-
phor of background and foreground (made prominent by Daniels 1979). The picture is this: When we 
develop an understanding of some subject matter, we focus on representations about this subject; they 
constitute the position which is in the foreground. The justification of a position, however, additionally 
involves background theories, which may support or tell against the position in the foreground, as well 
as background information which is needed to establish inferential relations between elements of the 
position. In the example of our decision theorist, background theories may include theories of cogni-
tive limitations, degrees of belief and probability, as well as epistemological principles about, e.g. the 
conditions under which intuitions about the rationality of preferences are not trustworthy. Background 
information about a person’s actual preferences will be needed to determine whether some given theo-
retical principles deem his or her preferences irrational. Holism results because what is in the 
background must in turn be justified by a reflective equilibrium (in which it is in the foreground) and 
because the distinction between background and foreground only means that the background is treated 
as independently justified to some degree, but not as being immune from revision on principle. Conse-
quently, the contrast between foreground and background is established by the epistemic project at 
hand and reflects the fact that inquiry cannot but proceed piecemeal, even though justification is 
ultimately holistic; that is, a matter of a reflective equilibrium that encompasses all the epistemic 
agent’s commitments.  

In the next three sections, we argue that a more elaborate and convincing conception of reflective 
equilibrium can be developed if we introduce, within an account, a number of distinctions between 
elements that perform different functions in a reflective equilibrium.6  

2.2. Epistemic goals  

For understanding the dynamics of equilibrating as well as the nature of reflective equilibrium as a 
target state, it is crucial to see that an account in Elgin’s sense includes, along with commitments 
 

 5 Another reason is Elgin’s shift from knowledge to understanding (2017:12–4). Non-propositional 
representations, categories, methods and standards provide important means of understanding but 
need to be justified as well since they can differ in cognitive merit no less than judgements can.  

 6 Sections 2.2–2.4 further develop our previous work on reflective equilibrium, esp. Baumberger 
and Brun 2017; Brun 2014; 2017.  



– 5 –  

about the subject matter, a range of epistemic goals, which comprise coherence and further virtues 
well-known from the debate about theory choice (Kuhn 1977; see Douglas 2013 for an overview). 
Some of these virtues are generally relevant, e.g. simplicity, conceptual clarity, precision, fruitfulness, 
explanatory power, and scope of application; others are specific to subject matters or types of theories 
such as decidability in logics, identification of causal mechanisms in biology, visualizability in physics 
(see De Regt 2017:36–9).  

Clearly, such virtues can be exhibited in various degrees and different virtues can pull in opposite 
directions, making trade-offs inevitable, for example, when more numerical precision can only be had 
at the expense of scope of application. An inquiry will therefore be guided by a configuration of epis-
temic goals which sets constraints on which virtues are relevant, how much weight they have and what 
trade-offs they admit for. Such a configuration cannot be determined by completely general epistemic 
considerations but depends on the pragmatic-epistemic objective of the inquiry. If, for example, an 
agent-based model is developed with the objective of understanding basic mechanisms of social 
segregation, it should be simple and applicable to a broad range of cases, but we may not insist that the 
model is useful to effectively determine specific segregation patterns. If, on the other hand, we want to 
understand and reliably predict segregation in a specific area, we will require that the model be as 
detailed as necessary for effectively computing sufficiently precise segregation patterns, even if this 
means that the model gets very complicated. 

In the context of reflective equilibrium, the configuration of epistemic goals set in view of the 
pragmatic-epistemic objective plays a crucial role because it provides the very reason why an epis-
temic agent should not simply stick to whatever he was initially committed to about the subject matter. 
In fact, it is the key driver for the reflective-equilibrium process. Giving epistemic goals and theoreti-
cal virtues centre stage, as Elgin has been doing all along (since Elgin 1983:185–7), is all the more 
important as a great deal of the literature on reflective equilibrium merely speaks of “systematic 
principles”, thereby implicitly alluding to virtues of theories without discussing their function in 
reflective equilibrium (there are exceptions, e.g. Keefe 2000:ch. 2.1). However, while Elgin typically 
refers to epistemic goals and commitments about the subject matter in the same breath (see, e.g. Elgin 
2017:12, 65, 85), we distinguish them because they function differently in reflective equilibrium. The 
distinction allows us to isolate a key condition reflective-equilibrium states must meet: the position 
must do justice to the relevant configuration of epistemic goals.  

Although we distinguish the epistemic goals from the other elements of an account in Elgin’s 
sense, we do not want to deny that, as Elgin emphasizes, the epistemic goals share important features 
with the commitments about the subject matter. To begin with, the configuration of epistemic goals 
can be adjusted in the process of developing a reflective equilibrium. We may, for example, realize 
that we can settle for some simple general principles if we accept a cutback in precision we now 
consider acceptable given the objective at hand. Often such adjustments can be interpreted as putting 
more or less weight on reaching a goal; in other cases a goal may also be re-interpreted. So even if 
inquiry starts with some configuration of epistemic goals, its exact characteristics (the relative weight 
and the precise interpretation of the epistemic goals) is a product of, not a precondition for, the process 
of developing a reflective equilibrium (Elgin 1983:186–7; 2006; 2017:89). Moreover, epistemic goals 
can be supported or undermined by background theories about specific theoretical virtues and their 
cognitive merits (e.g. Elgin 1996:105). This brings us back to the holistic character of justification. 
Understanding a theoretical virtue, say, simplicity requires to develop an account of simplicity, and 
this calls for a reflective equilibrium with simplicity in the foreground. In this way, we also get the 
resources to support or criticize epistemic goals as (un)reasonable, in much the same way as commit-
ments concerning other subject matters.  
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2.3. Commitments versus elements of a theory  

The role played by epistemic goals and theoretical virtues gives us also reason to come back to a fea-
ture of Elgin’s theory we pointed out at the beginning of Section 2. At the very centre of all standard 
accounts of reflective equilibrium, there is a distinction between two types of elements, usually 
labelled “judgements” and “principles”; the process of equilibrating is then characterized as “mutual 
adjustment” (Goodman 1983:64) or “going back and forth” (Rawls 1999b:18) between judgements 
and principles, and the state of reflective equilibrium as an “agreement” (Goodman 1983:64) or 
“match” (Rawls 1999b:18) between the two. Elgin, however, does not rely on such a contrast between 
two key elements. Rather, she describes a process of striving for coherence among several types of 
elements and therefore refers to iterative adjustments which are not bidirectional but rather ‘omnidi-
rectional’. This accords with her emphasis on holism and gains plausibility once we recognize that the 
adjustments involve elements which are not about the subject matter. For example, conflicts between 
epistemic goals may be an incentive to modify the configuration of epistemic goals, and background 
theories can both induce and undergo adaptions. In the case of our decision theorist, commitments 
about preferences may be revised because they are not in line with background assumptions about 
rational actions and beliefs (as, for example, a Dutch Book argument can show). 

Nevertheless, we argue that, in the context of understanding by means of theories, there are reasons 
to insist on distinguishing between commitments to propositions (or other representations) about the 
subject matter on the one hand, and elements of a theoretical system which provides the understanding 
on the other hand. The distinction is needed for describing the equilibrium that is characteristic for the 
target state, as well as for understanding the way in which epistemic goals drive the process of equili-
brating. Before we can argue these points, the distinction needs to be explained in more detail.  

Distinguishing between commitments about the subject matter and elements of a theory is not a 
matter of content. It is rather intended to capture two roles a proposition about a subject matter can 
play. Such a proposition can be something that the epistemic agent accepts, believes, takes as the best 
working hypothesis or is committed to in another way. Or it can be something that the epistemic agent 
uses for giving a systematic account of the subject matter. The two roles are neither mutually exclu-
sive nor strictly correlated; the same proposition can but need not play both roles. For example, the 
proposition that rational preferences are transitive may well be something an epistemic agent is 
committed to and something that is explicitly stated in a theory about preferences. Addressing a 
proposition as a commitment amounts to treating this proposition as the object of an attitude that 
assigns to it an epistemic status of at least “initial tenability” (Elgin 1996:101–7) or “initial credibility” 
(Goodman 1972:62–3; Rawls 1999a); that is, the proposition is considered to have something speaking 
in favour of it or to be at least a starting point we find ourselves at (Elgin 2017:64–65).7 In the initial 
state of a reflective-equilibrium process, the epistemic agent starts with propositions about the subject 
matter which all have this epistemic status. As pointed out above, the reason why epistemic activities 
do not simply stop here is that the initial commitments, as a rule, do not do justice to the relevant epis-
temic goals. The epistemic agent then seeks to make progress by developing a systematic account of 
 

 7 Elgin’s reference to initially tenable commitments marks an important contrast to the accounts of 
reflective equilibrium in the tradition of Rawls and Daniels, which restrict the ‘input’ to the 
process of equilibration to considered judgements. Despite her occasional use of “considered 
judgement” (in Elgin 1983:187, 188; 1996:12–5, 158), Elgin admits all commitments at the initial 
stage. The flimsy and problematic ones are weeded out by the reflective-equilibrium process, not 
by a ‘filter’ that operates beforehand. This eliminates questions about the standards for counting as 
considered (see also Walden 2013).  

Furthermore, we use the term “commitment” for both explicitly acknowledged and merely 
inferred commitments.  
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the subject matter. In order to do this, she has to introduce elements of a theory. This means that she 
has to treat certain propositions as elements of a candidate theory. Treating a proposition in this way is 
not the same as being committed to it even if in fact the agent has already been committed to it. In 
particular, treating a proposition as an element of a theory does not amount to assigning it any particu-
lar epistemic status at all.8  

The reason why we insist on the contrast between the elements of the theory the epistemic agent 
introduces and her commitments is that they differ in two respects. Firstly, as argued in the preceding 
section, reflective equilibrium calls for a systematic account of the subject matter which exhibits 
certain theoretical virtues. But this requirement presupposes a distinction between those elements of a 
position which are elements of the theory and those which are not. After all, theoretical virtues are 
virtues of theories, not of just any commitments. If, for example, one epistemic goal is to find a theory 
that is economically axiomatized, we need to know which propositions are meant to be the axioms of 
the theory.  

Secondly, the epistemic agent does not need to be committed to all the individual elements of the 
theory. During the process of equilibrating, she may introduce theories in order to see in which ways 
she can, given her current commitments, make epistemic progress. She does so by confronting a tenta-
tive theory with her commitments and then decides whether she will proceed by making changes to the 
theory or by altering some of her commitments. Importantly, neither being a commitment nor being an 
element of the theory implies a privilege not to be changed. And even if a state of equilibrium is 
reached, the epistemic agent may well want to treat some elements of the theory as theory-internal and 
in this sense need not be committed to them. Take a successful logician who has developed a formal 
theory of deductive validity which is in agreement with her commitments to the validity of inferences. 
It may well be that her theory contains much more than merely principles which deem certain infer-
ences valid, for example, a model-theoretic apparatus or principles which decide what counts as a 
well-formed formula. Nonetheless, the logician need not have any commitments to what should count 
as a well-formed formula, and it would even seem bizarre if she adjusted the logical system to some 
independent conviction of what should count as a formula.  

In what follows, we will use “commitment” in the narrower sense introduced in this subsection; 
that is, we reserve this term for the initially tenable or eventually accepted representations about the 
subject matter and do not use it for the other elements of an account in reflective equilibrium such as 
epistemic goals and background theories.  

2.4. Beyond coherence  

Relying on our discussion of epistemic goals, commitments and elements of theories, we can now 
analyse the criteria reflective equilibria must meet.  

In contrast to the widespread understanding of reflective equilibrium as essentially coherentist,9 
Elgin makes it very clear that reflective equilibrium requires coherence but does not boil down to 
coherence. First of all, we must note that coherence, as Elgin explains it, includes not only the nega-
tive requirements of consistency and cotenability (i.e. commitments do not undermine each other, nor 
 

 8 Note that this contrast between commitments and elements of a theoretical system gives the 
distinction between judgements and principles another sense than the usual explanation in terms of 
particular vs. general. We have discussed elsewhere (e.g. Baumberger and Brun 2017:172; Brun 
2017) why we consider the standard explanation to be inadequate.  

 9 See, e.g. Lycan 2014; Millgram 2008. Coherentist interpretations of reflective equilibrium might 
be inspired by Rawls’s remark that “justification is a matter of the mutual support of many 
considerations, of everything fitting together into one coherent view” (1999b:19, 507; but cf. 
1999a).  
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do elements of the theory) but also that there are relations of support within and between the commit-
ments and the theory, as well as that the position is supported by background theories (Elgin 2017:71–
3). This covers the usual understanding of the metaphor of an “equilibrium” in terms of agreement. 
That a position is in equilibrium only if the commitments and the theory agree means that it must be 
possible to infer (all and only) the commitments from the theory,10 and so-called “wide” reflective 
equilibrium additionally requires that the position is supported by background theories.  

However, reflective equilibrium asks for more than coherence in this sense. As we have discussed 
in Section 2.2, reflective equilibrium requires that the epistemic agent’s position does justice to the 
relevant epistemic goals. This is a non-coherentist criterion since many epistemic goals relate to vir-
tues of theories, which are not aspects of coherence, e.g. precision, conceptual clarity and visualiza-
bility. This point – that equilibrium requires, in addition to coherence, doing justice to epistemic goals 
– may be acceptable to many who see reflective equilibrium as a coherentist method. But Elgin also 
insists that a position in reflective equilibrium must have an appropriate “tie to initially tenable com-
mitments” (1996:107; see also 2017:64, 66). In what follows, we analyse Elgin’s requirement of a tie 
to initially tenable commitments and argue that it actually should be replaced by two distinctively non-
coherentist requirements which are both central to the idea of a reflective equilibrium.  

One way of arguing for a requirement that involves initially tenable commitments is this: if there 
were no limits to altering commitments, there would be no guarantee that the process of equilibrating 
would not in fact change the subject. If, for example, a theory should deem unrestricted egoism, 
hurting others for one’s own enjoyment and racist discrimination right, we would not revise our moral 
commitments, but rather conclude that this is not a moral theory. And a theory that introduces Prior’s 
(1960) tonk-operator does not count as a theory of valid inference, because it would require us to give 
up the commitment that logical inference is a relation that does not hold between any two arbitrary 
sentences. Considerations with respect to changing the subject are not explicitly elaborated by Elgin 
but alluded to when she writes: “Because our initial commitments constitute our previous best guesses 
about the topic, we use those commitments as a threshold for assessment. The account we arrive at 
should be recognizable as an improvement upon them” (Elgin 2017:66).  

To elaborate this idea, we need to introduce the new notion of input commitments. The reason is 
that not only initial commitments – commitments held at the initial stage of inquiry – are relevant for 
securing that the process does not change the subject. After all, new commitments about the subject 
matter can emerge during the process of equilibrating for a variety of reasons. The epistemic agent 
may become aware of new information by observation, reflection, memory, testimony and so on in 
just the same way as she acquired her initial commitments. To accommodate this, we call the initial 
together with the later emerging commitments “input” commitments and contrast them with “purely 
inferential” commitments; that is, commitments which the epistemic agent adopts solely because she 
inferred them from the theory currently under construction. In contrast to input commitments, purely 
inferential commitments may not be used to assess whether the resulting position can be seen as 
providing an understanding of the original subject matter. All they could contribute to answering the 
subject-change worry would either be simply derived from input commitments or open the door to 
artefacts of the systematization.  

But in what sense should the resulting commitments be “tied” to the input commitments? To 
explain this relation, we can adapt Elgin characterization of a “tie”. The idea is not that a position in 
reflective equilibrium needs to include all or a certain minimum share of the input commitments, but  

 10 “Inference”, as we use it here, is not limited to deductive consequence but includes forms of 
defeasible reasoning such as reasoning with pro tanto principles. It also very often includes a 
transition from expressions couched in a more or less formal language to expressions in ordinary 
language, e.g. from a logical proof to a commitment which deems an argument in, say, Punjabi as 
valid. 
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only that it respects them insofar as “we need a reason to give [them] up” (Elgin 2017:64; see also 
1989:91; 1996:107) and the resulting account must “show why they seemed as reasonable as they did 
when they did” (2017:67). In other words, the epistemic agent must be in a position to explain why 
input commitments were discarded, replaced or adjusted. Such explanations may take a variety of 
forms, for example, “a system may show why we were misled into accepting” the commitment (Elgin 
2014:254), a conflict between commitments can be resolved by giving up a commitment that is quite 
feeble anyway, or a possible gain in terms of doing justice to epistemic goals may outweigh the cost of 
giving up a few commitments.11  

The resulting requirement of respecting input commitments can now be characterized as follows. 
Since the input commitments encode our current understanding of the subject matter, the process of 
equilibrating may not change them unrestrictedly. Although no input commitment is immune from 
revision and there is no principled limit to the number of changes a process of equilibrating may 
implement, there is a limit to the admissible adjustments: we must be in a position to explain the 
changes made to the input commitments in a way that makes it plausible that the resulting position is 
still a position about the subject matter at hand.12  

The condition just described may seem rather indeterminate. It does not protect any specific 
commitments, nor does it give us rules for deciding which commitments may (not) be adapted. This, 
however, does not imply that all input commitments are to be treated on a par. Yet, the question of 
which changes to the input commitments are compatible with addressing the relevant subject matter 
must be answered by arguments which relate to the subject matter as well as to the pragmatic-
epistemic objective, and hence neither permits a formal (“Don’t change more than x% of the commit-
ments!”) nor a context-independent answer.13  

A second requirement that involves initially tenable commitments can be developed much more 
directly out of Elgin’s writing. She argues that a tie to initial commitments is needed to deal with the 
standard charge that coherentists must hold that justification could be generated by coherence alone 
out of nothing.14 Here Elgin follows Goodman (1972:62–3) and Scheffler (1954:181) in arguing that, 
indeed, coherence cannot create credibility ex nihilo but only boost some independently given credi-
bility. Justification by reflective equilibrium therefore requires that the resulting position includes at 
least some commitments whose credibility is independent of the coherence of the resulting position.15 
Such independent credibility can have a number of sources, for example: a commitment may accom-
modate some evidence given by observation, intuition or testimony, or it may be supported by 
 

 11 Note that such explanations may not be available if we focus on individual commitments and 
individual elements of the theory. Respecting is intended to be understood as a relation between a 
theory and a set of commitments. 

 12 Elsewhere (Brun 2017), we have argued that the criterion of respecting input commitments has its 
historical and systematic root in Carnap’s method of explication, specifically in the similarity 
condition for adequate explications (see Carnap 1962:§§ 2–3; 1963:933–40).  

 13 Of course, sticking to a given subject matter is not an absolute epistemic precept. An epistemic 
agent who fails to reach a reflective equilibrium may reasonably come to the conclusion that she 
should better change the subject.  

 14 A related objection is that coherentists would have to accept coherent fictions as justified; see the 
exchange between Elgin (2014) and van Cleve (2014).  

 15 Consequently, Elgin (2014:254, 267–8) holds that reflective equilibrium can be classified as a 
form of weak foundationalism in BonJour’s (1985:26–9) terms. However, reflective equilibrium is 
not a form of moderate foundationalism since a commitment always needs to have more than just 
independent credibility in order to be justified by reflective equilibrium; first of all, the 
commitment must be part of a position in equilibrium. 
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background theories (Elgin 2017:78). How much independent credibility is actually needed to meet 
the ex-nihilo objection is debated, but can be left open here.16  

In her discussion of the ex-nihilo objection, Elgin gives centre stage to the tie to initially tenable 
commitments. One might therefore think that independent credibility can be identified with or at least 
be traced back to the credibility of initial commitments. And indeed, there can and often will be 
propositions to which the epistemic agent was committed initially and which are also part of the 
resulting position in reflective equilibrium enjoying the same independent credibility they initially 
had. Nonetheless, we submit that independent credibility, the credibility a commitment has independ-
ent of the coherence of the current position, must be distinguished from initial credibility, the credi-
bility a commitment had at initial stage.17  

There a number of reasons for distinguishing between independent and initial credibility, and 
consequently between the requirement that some resulting commitments have independent credibility 
and the requirement that the resulting commitments respect input commitments. On the one hand, 
independent credibility cannot be reduced to the credibility of initial commitments, because any input 
commitment may have some degree of independent credibility, irrespective of whether it is given at 
the initial stage or emerges later on. If, for example, new evidence becomes available during the 
process of developing a reflective equilibrium, the agent can form a new commitment with some 
degree of credibility which is due to this evidence and independent of whether the new commitment 
coheres with her other commitments. Such a commitment will be independently credible, but not an 
initial commitment. On the other hand, the independent credibility of an initial commitment need not 
be ‘inherited’ by the resulting commitments. Firstly, the credibility of an initial commitment may get 
lost during the process of equilibrating, for example, as a result of a consideration that leads to giving 
the commitment up. The same goes for independent credibility in general. It can get lost (or, for that 
matter, increase) if, for example, new information becomes available. Secondly, the relation of 
respecting input commitments does not necessarily ‘transmit’ credibility. For example, the current 
commitments can respect the input commitments even if some of the latter have been replaced by 
incompatible commitments, provided there is an adequate explanation for why this has been done. In 
such cases, the independent credibility (if any) of the new commitments cannot be traced back to the 
credibility of the corresponding initial commitments. Moreover, the ‘transmission’ of independent 
credibility may also be undermined by conceptual shifts and incommensurabilities as Kuhn character-
ized them paradigmatically with reference to, for example, the concept mass (Kuhn 1996:101–3). 
When such incommensurability is involved, a current commitment may not be identical to an initial 
commitment even if the two can be expressed in exactly the same words. If the change in meaning is 
radical enough, the credibility of the initial commitment may cease contributing to the credibility of 
the current commitment, which, of course, may be established in other ways, for example, by accom-
modating some evidence. Hence, even if the independent credibility of many resulting commitments 
can be traced to their credibility at the initial stage, independent and initial credibility must not to be 
conflated. 

The analysis in the preceding paragraphs has shown that two different requirements are needed in 
addition to coherence and doing justice to epistemic goals: credibility of the resulting position requires 
independent credibility, and adherence to the subject matter requires respecting input commitments.  

 

 16 For formal analyses see van Cleve 2011 and Roche 2012.  

 17 Goodman (1972:63) and Scheffler (1954:181) used “initial credibility” for what we call 
“independent credibility”. When later on reflective-equilibrium theorists (e.g. Elgin 1983; DePaul 
1993) started to use “initial” to refer to the first stage of the process of developing a reflective 
equilibrium, the distinction got lost (see also Johnsen 2017:123).  
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As a result, we do not only arrive at a conception of reflective equilibrium which is substantially 
more complex than the alternatives we find in the literature. We can now also spell out in a structured 
way Elgin’s basic idea that reflective equilibrium calls for an account which is internally (its elements 
are “reasonable in light of one another”) as well as externally reasonable (it is, as a whole, reasonable 
“in light of the relevant antecedent commitments”) (Elgin 2017:66; see the quote at the beginning of 
Sect. 2). Reflective equilibrium as a target state, we suggest, is characterized by four interacting condi-
tions. There is, to begin with, the requirement that the agent’s position is in equilibrium insofar as her 
commitments, the theory and background theories agree with one another. However, not just any such 
agreement will do. A position in reflective equilibrium must also do justice to epistemic goals and 
simultaneously respect the input commitments. These two conditions give us a second reading of the 
metaphor of an “equilibrium” (the first was “equilibrium” as referring to the agreement of commit-
ments and theories): a position in reflective equilibrium must be stable between the pull of two forces, 
the ‘conservative’ pull of input commitments and the ‘progressive’ pull of the epistemic goals. Finally, 
reaching a reflective equilibrium is also a matter of securing that enough of the resulting commitments 
have some degree of independent credibility. This picture relies in crucial respects on the distinctions 
introduced in the preceding subsections. Distinguishing epistemic goals and elements of a theory from 
commitments about the subject matter is the basis for describing reflective equilibrium as a coherent 
position between the two antagonistic requirements of doing justice to epistemic goals and respecting 
input commitments. Distinguishing independent credibility from initial credibility allows us to single 
out the non-coherentist requirement that a position needs to include commitments with some inde-
pendent credibility.  

2.5. The process of equilibrating  

So far, we have discussed reflective equilibrium as a target state, but the idea of a reflective equilib-
rium also includes a process of mutual adjustment of commitments and theories. In this section, we 
take a closer look at this process of equilibrating. Our main goal is to explain what we take to be the 
most pressing internal challenges for defenders of reflective equilibrium: How, if at all, can this 
process be characterized in a more exact way? And what exactly is the status of the process in relation 
to reflective equilibrium as a target state? 

Most reflective-equilibrium theorists say very little about the structure of the process. From Good-
man (1983:64) we at least learn that the process is iterative and bidirectional, as well as that it is 
guided by the target of an agreement between commitments and a theory and by the ‘weight’ – i.e. our 
resistance to modifications – of commitments and elements of the theory. Elgin no longer refers to this 
bidirectional structure of resolving conflicts, but describes a much broader spectrum of possible con-
flicts and types of adjustments (Elgin 1996: 102–5, 129–34; 2017:65–6, 71–5, 82–4). Conflicts, Elgin 
argues, can involve not only commitments and elements of the theory, but also background theories, 
epistemic goals and other non-propositional elements. And instead of giving up a commitment or a 
principle with less weight, conflicts can, for example, be resolved by replacing all conflicting 
commitments (Elgin 1996:103). Furthermore, progress with respect to reflective equilibrium can also 
be made by supplementing commitments and elements of the theory, for instance, by coming up with 
new commitments for cases that antecedently were unsettled or by postulating entities that complete a 
theory (Elgin 2017:65–6). The process, as Elgin describes it, is not deterministic. Its outcome can 
depend on the sequence of addressing discrepancies (it is “path-dependent”) and there can be cases in 
which the epistemic agent can proceed in different yet equally acceptable ways (Elgin 1996: 134–5; 
see also Bonevac 2004:369–70). 

All this raises, firstly, the question of whether more specific rules, strict ones or mere guidelines, 
could be given for the process of adjustments, and if not, how we can explain why it is not possible. 
But before we can discuss this question, we must first tackle another, more basic, issue: why should an 
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account of reflective equilibrium describe such a process at all?18 Why not leave the nature of the pro-
cess completely open and only specify the conditions for having reached a reflective equilibrium state? 

Indeed, one might think that the process should be dismissed as relevant to the context of discovery 
only and be treated as merely a description of how we often proceed in developing a position about 
some subject matter. This point was in fact already addressed by Goodman (1983:65), who insisted 
that the process of mutual adjustment is neither intended to describe how we in fact arrive at a posi-
tion, nor is it to be read as a recipe one should follow in developing a position (see also DePaul 2006: 
599, 619; Keefe 2000:42).19 The idea is rather to spell out what is required for a justification: we need 
to be able to describe how the position could have been developed from the commitments we started 
out with, irrespective of whether we have actually devised a theory in this manner. Hence, the process 
is meant as a reconstruction (in the sense of Carnap 1963:16), not as a description or prescription, of 
actual cognitive practice. This is also Elgin’s view. What is needed for justification is not that the epis-
temic agent actually arrived at her position by going through a process of equilibrating, but only that 
such a process can be reconstructed (Elgin 2017:64).  

Now the question is what reconstructing a process of adjustments could contribute to the justifica-
tion of a position. Why should we not simply say that all that matters for justification is that an epis-
temic agent reaches a state which meets the discussed conditions, irrespective of how she has or could 
have reached it? Two lines of argument seem to be available at this point.  

One option would be to claim that reconstructing a process of adjustments is a further necessary 
condition for a position to be justified, because such a reconstruction contributes something to justifi-
cation which is not covered by the conditions discussed in sections 2.2–2.4. But it is hard to see what 
this contribution could be, as long as the process is not described in a more specific way. That any 
kind of process must be reconstructable is an empty requirement which surely adds nothing to justifi-
cation. Only with reference to specific constraints on admissible processes or specific rules for making 
adjustments one could argue that they ensure that the process actually contributes something to justifi-
cation. Hence, working out this line of argument presupposes that one can answer the first question 
above by actually specifying rules for the process of equilibrating. The crucial challenge for the 
current line of argument, however, is to show that the process of adjustments contributes something 
additional to justification, in contrast to being merely instrumental in reaching a state that meets the 
criteria for a reflective equilibrium. It is far from obvious what this additional contribution could be. 
We will not pursue this strategy of defending the justificatory relevance of the process of equilibration, 
but rather explore the second line of argument.  

A more plausible option, we submit, is to argue that the reconstructed process of adjustments is 
indirectly relevant to justification: reconstructing such a process is not an independent contribution to 
justification,20 but often the only way to decide whether a position is in reflective equilibrium; that is, 
whether it meets the four discussed conditions. The reason is that it will often be impossible to decide 
directly whether a proposed position is in reflective equilibrium, even if we know all input commit-
ments and the relevant epistemic goals. The problem, more specifically, is that we may be unable to 
 

 18 Note that we do not ask whether we could dispense with the process-dimension entirely. This is 
not possible as long as the state of reflective equilibrium is described in a way that involves a 
difference between initial and resulting commitments.  

 19 Because the process is not meant as a recipe, speaking of a method of reflective equilibrium may 
seem misleading. Nonetheless, it may often prove helpful to use such a process as a means for 
reaching a state of reflective equilibrium. We cannot pursue the methodological perspective further 
here, but see Rechnitzer 2018 for case studies on explicit applications of reflective equilibrium.  

 20 Goodman seems to concur: “in the agreement achieved lies the only justification needed for either 
[commitments and the system]” (1983:64; our italics). 
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decide whether the necessary trade-offs between the various epistemic goals and between respecting 
input commitments and doing justice to the epistemic goals can be defended. This problem arises 
because we often cannot specify an exact configuration of epistemic goals in advance. We may know, 
for example, that our pragmatic-epistemic objective demands that we do not give up too much preci-
sion in favour of simplicity, but how much we must finally give up is just as much a research question 
as the question of which commitments we will end up with in reflective equilibrium. Going through a 
process of equilibrating and taking context-specific ‘piecemeal’ decisions on adjustments – decisions 
which are sensitive to the given subject matter and to the pragmatic-epistemic objective and which 
affect only a surveyable part of a position – then seems to be the only feasible way of developing a 
precise configuration of epistemic goals. If this is so, there is no way of deciding whether a position is 
in reflective equilibrium without reconstructing a process of equilibrating. 

But why should we think that reconstructing a process of ‘piecemeal’ adjustments is a way of 
defending that we have reached a position in reflective equilibrium? It is tempting to claim that we can 
defend it by pointing out that we have reached the state, or could have reached it, by a sequence of 
individual adjustments which all brought us closer to the target state as we conceived of it at the 
respective stage. But this is problematic since a sequence of improvements may well lead us into a 
local optimum; that is, into a state we cannot directly improve upon but only if we are ready to take 
steps that result in a ‘temporary’ worsening before they realize a further improvement (Thagard 2009).  

To make room for temporary setbacks, we seem to be forced to retreat to a more liberal characteri-
zation of permissible adjustments: they only need be reasonable with respect to the goal of reaching a 
reflective equilibrium. And this makes it plausible that the first question about more specific rules has 
a negative answer. If the foregoing reflections are sound, it is hard to see how we could give more 
exact rules on the most general level of describing the basic idea of reflective equilibrium in abstrac-
tion from any specific subject matter and pragmatic-epistemic objective (see also Walden 2013).  

Nonetheless, more specific settings may permit a more specific characterization of the process. One 
possibility is to consider epistemic projects which address certain subject matters or make certain 
assumptions about the relevant epistemic goals, the form or content of the commitments, or the rele-
vant background theories. Another is to switch from a completely general informal characterization of 
reflective equilibrium to a more exactly defined account of reflective equilibrium, based on some 
formal model which includes simplifying assumptions. Such a model may make it possible to explore, 
in relation to various configurations of epistemic goals, questions such as: Are some rules for adjust-
ments better than others because they lead more often to a reflective equilibrium? Under which 
conditions are proposed rules most instrumental in reaching a reflective equilibrium?  

From a methodological point of view, trying to characterize exact procedures or rules of thumb for 
adjustments may also prove immensely useful because they give the epistemic agent a ‘toolbox’ of 
moves that she can try in her (basically unregulated) search for a reflective equilibrium. Hence, more 
research on processes of equilibrating is not only much needed for addressing a basic issue in reflec-
tive-equilibrium theory, it also promising from the point of view of epistemic practice.  

3. The role of reflective equilibrium in an account of understanding 

Reflective equilibrium finds its place in an epistemology which focuses on objectual understanding 
rather than on knowledge of individual facts. A position in reflective equilibrium and objectual under-
standing share several features, which distinguish them from knowledge (Elgin 1996:122–4). For 
example, knowledge can come in discrete bits, but a position in reflective equilibrium involves a com-
prehensive and coherent system that typically provides insights into how things hang together, which 
is often seen as a hallmark of understanding (Kvanvig 2003:192; Riggs 2003:218). Furthermore, 
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knowledge implies truth, but idealizations and simplifying assumptions that are known to be false can 
be incorporated into a position in reflective equilibrium and advance our understanding because reflec-
tive equilibrium and understanding are both guided by a plurality of epistemic goals that are not exclu-
sively truth-conducive and admit of trade-offs. Reflective equilibrium and objectual understanding fit 
thus well together, but what exactly is the role of reflective equilibrium in an account of objectual 
understanding? We address this systematic question by discussing the role of reflective equilibrium in 
Elgin’s account of objectual understanding. 

In the introductory chapter of True Enough, Elgin simply identifies objectual understanding with 
accepting a position in reflective equilibrium, a view she traces back to her earlier book Considered 
Judgment: 

(1) “[A]n understanding of a topic consists in accepting a system of commitments in reflective equi-
librium.” (Elgin 2017:3–4; see also 2012:134) 

Later in True Enough, she provides a sketch for an explication of objectual understanding that does 
not explicitly refer to reflective equilibrium: 

(2) “[A]n understanding is an epistemic commitment to a comprehensive, systematically linked body 
of information that is grounded in fact, is duly responsive to reasons or evidence, and enables non-
trivial inference, argument, and perhaps action regarding the topic the information pertains to.” 
(Elgin 2017:44; see also 2007:39) 

If we read (2) in the light of Elgin’s discussion in chapters 3 and 4 of True Enough, then it can be 
reconstructed as involving four conditions: A commitment condition (understanding requires “an epis-
temic commitment to a comprehensive […] body of information”), a justification condition (the body 
of information must be “systematically linked” and “duly responsive to reasons or evidence”), a 
rightness condition (the body of information must be “grounded in fact”) and an ability condition (the 
body of information needs to enable “nontrivial inference, argument and perhaps action”). 

While (2) involves four conditions, (1) seems to get along with only one. The reflective-
equilibrium condition in (1) certainly implies the justification condition in (2). However, a position in 
reflective equilibrium involves more than a “systematically linked body of information […] that is 
duly responsive to reasons or evidence”. In the terminology of the previous sections, it involves more 
than a coherent theory which is part of a position that includes commitments which are independently 
credible due to the accommodation of evidence. It also requires that the theory does justice to addi-
tional epistemic goals and that the resulting position respects input commitments. If we construe 
reflective equilibrium in (1) along the lines suggested in the previous sections, does (2) still add addi-
tional conditions? Or are the ability, the commitment and the rightness conditions too implied by a 
reflective-equilibrium condition? And if not, should an explication of objectual understanding in terms 
of reflective equilibrium include these additional conditions? We address these questions by disc-
ussing the ability, the commitment and the rightness condition in turn. 

3.1. Commitment and abilities 

Understanding a subject matter by means of a theory requires, according to (2), an epistemic commit-
ment to the theory. Elgin does not provide an account of commitment, but the outlines of such an 
account emerge from our reconstruction of her conception of reflective equilibrium: commitment is an 
epistemically relevant status which comes in degrees, is not immune from revision, and not just related 
to truth (as, e.g. belief), but to the multitude of epistemic goals to which the position they are part of 
needs to do justice. If commitment in (2) is understood in this way, a reflective-equilibrium condition 
implies the commitment condition. That a theory is part of a position in reflective equilibrium implies 
that the agent is committed to everything which can be inferred from the theory and, in this sense, is 
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committed to the theory. This makes the commitment condition redundant in an account of under-
standing in terms of reflective equilibrium. 

Whether a reflective-equilibrium condition also implies the ability condition depends on which 
specific abilities are required for understanding and which, if any, for reflective equilibrium. Accord-
ing to (2), an agent who understands a subject matter by means of a theory needs to be able to use this 
theory and apply it to the subject matter. Elgin does not specify the required abilities in detail, but 
based on the examples she discusses and the current literature on understanding,21 we suggest the 
following systematization: The ability to use a theory involves (a) the ability to draw consequences of 
the theory about the subject matter at issue. If the theory is formulated mathematically, this requires 
(a1) being able to calculate and interpret results accurately in order to solve quantitative problems. But 
since it is often possible to cheat one’s way to a mathematical solution without really understanding it 
and the underlying theory, understanding a subject matter through a theory also requires (a2) being 
able to solve qualitative problems by drawing consequences of the theory without performing exact 
calculations. In the case of qualitative theories this corresponds to the ability to answer questions 
without going explicitly through the argumentation suggested by the theory (De Regt 2017:102). In 
typical cases, being able to use a theory also requires (b) that one can explain aspects of the subject 
matter in terms of the theory. It may also require (c) that one is able to assess the conditions and limits 
of the theory’s application. Ability (c) is particularly important in the case of idealized models, which 
require some awareness of how they diverge from reality and of the conditions under which the diver-
gences are negligible for the application of the models. 

A reflective-equilibrium condition only demands any abilities if it is construed internalistically. In 
our discussion in the previous sections we specified criteria for being in reflective equilibrium, but we 
left open whether the agent needs to be able to argue that her position meets these criteria. Elgin’s use 
of “reflective” as referring to an equilibrium that we accept or endorse on reflection (Elgin 1996:128; 
2017:66) suggests that justification by reflective equilibrium must meet an internalist requirement. We 
argued elsewhere that such a requirement is necessary for an account of reflective equilibrium that is 
plausible for objectual understanding (Baumberger and Brun 2017:181). However, the internalist 
requirement should only demand that the agent can make it sufficiently plausible that her position is in 
reflective equilibrium. What counts as sufficiently plausible depends on the context; in a scientific 
context, for instance, more is required than in an everyday context. But in neither context does the 
agent need be able to show conclusively that her position is in reflective equilibrium. For example, she 
does not need to be able to actually infer all her commitments by way of explicit arguments from her 
theory, but only to make it sufficiently plausible that her theory and her commitments agree with one 
another. 

In the literature, it has hardly been examined which abilities an internalistic reflective-equilibrium 
condition requires. Here we can only suggest some initial steps towards answering this question. Being 
able to make it sufficiently plausible that her theory and her commitments are in agreement requires 
that the agent can draw characteristic consequences from her theory without performing exact calcula-
tions or without logically completely explicit argumentation (a2), and that she can assess the condi-
tions and limits of the application of her theory (c). The agent also needs to be able to make it 
sufficiently plausible that her theory does justice to a configuration of epistemic goals. If a theory with 
explanatory power, computability and numerical precision are among these goals, it may well be that 
the agent needs also be able to give explanations (b) and draw consequences by performing exact 
calculations or by explicitly going through the argumentation suggested by the theory (a1). But even if 
this is so, it might turn out that understanding requires additional abilities not demanded by an inter- 

 21 The idea that understanding requires certain abilities is often dealt with under the heading of 
“grasping” (e.g. Grimm 2010; Newman 2017; Baumberger 2019) or “intelligibility” (e.g. De Regt 
2017; Wilkenfeld 2017); for an overview see Baumberger, Beisbart and Brun 2017. 
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nalistic reflective-equilibrium condition. Candidates are the ability to use the theory as a basis for 
actions (Elgin 2017:44) and the ability to conduct thought experiments (Stuart 2018). To leave room 
for such a possibility, an explication of objectual understanding needs an ability condition in addition 
to the reflective-equilibrium condition. 

Hence, objectual understanding by means of a theory requires commitment to the theory and the 
ability to use the theory. It might be tempting to build the ability condition into the commitment condi-
tion and suggest that being committed to a theory involves the ability to use it.22 However, such a 
suggestion does not fit well into an explication of objectual understanding in terms of reflective 
equilibrium, since even an internalistically construed reflective-equilibrium condition implies the 
commitment condition but not necessarily the ability condition for objectual understanding. Moreover, 
commitment to a theory should also be distinguished from the ability to use it since one can be able to 
use a theory without committing oneself to the theory. For example, a historian of science who can 
explain combustion in terms of phlogiston theory does not need to commit herself to the phlogiston 
theory. 

3.2. Rightness 

From Considered Judgment on, Elgin has emphasized that understanding requires some kind of 
‘grounding’. Whether this grounding requirement is implied by the reflective-equilibrium condition, as 
suggested by (1), or whether an explication of objectual understanding requires an external rightness 
condition, as it figures in (2), depends on how the grounding at issue is understood. Concerning this 
question, Elgin seems to have modified her view in her later writings which culminate in True 
Enough.  

In Considered Judgment, Elgin explains the grounding that is necessary for understanding in terms 
of accommodating initially tenable commitments, and thus in terms of what makes an equilibrium 
reflective: “To be in reflective equilibrium, a balanced system must be reasonable in light of what we 
already have reason to hold; that is, it must answer to our initially tenable commitments about the 
subject at hand. Such commitments, being independent of the system they tether, provide the standard 
we need” (Elgin 1996:128; see also 107). We have argued that accommodating initially tenable 
commitments involves two non-coherentist requirements of reflective equilibrium: that the current 
commitments respect the input commitments and that some current commitments have a credibility 
that is independent of the coherence of the current position. It seems likely that the grounding required 
for understanding is supposed to be provided by those commitments that are independently credible 
because they accommodate some evidence. If so, then understanding does not need an external right-
ness condition besides the reflective-equilibrium condition. A position in reflective equilibrium is tied 
to something outside itself, but these are commitments and hence intentional states, not the facts 
constituting the subject matter.  

In True Enough, Elgin argues that understanding needs to be tied to the facts and acknowledges 
that accommodating initially tenable commitments does not establish the required tie: “I continue to 
consider the tie to [initially tenable] commitments important. But we also need a tether that connects 

 

 22 Elgin’s notion of acceptance, which she traces back to Cohen (1992), combines commitment and 
abilities: “An epistemic agent who accepts a consideration is not just willing to deploy it when her 
ends are cognitive; she is also able to do so” (Elgin 2017:19). Accepting a theory in this sense 
involves thus both commitment to the theory and the ability to use it.  

Note, that in (1), Elgin identifies understanding with accepting a position in reflective 
equilibrium. If acceptance is understood as just explained, then (1) combines a reflective-
equilibrium condition with a commitment condition and an ability condition. According to such a 
reading, the only possible point of divergence between (1) and (2) is the rightness condition. 
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the system to the facts it pertains to.” (Elgin 2017:183–4) Elgin insists that the tether does not need to 
be truth. Understanding thus requires an external rightness condition, but it should not be construed as 
a truth condition. A truth condition, she argues, cannot do justice to the cognitive contributions of 
science since models and idealizations are acknowledged not to be true but nonetheless partly constitu-
tive of the understanding science delivers (Elgin 2007; 2017:57–62). Elgin suggests construing the 
external rightness condition rather as a true-enough condition. A theory needs only to be true enough 
to enable understanding, and it can be true enough if its central propositions are not even approximate-
ly true and if it contains non-propositional elements that are not even truth-apt. Elgin suggests that 
falsehoods and non-propositional representations can contribute to understanding if they exemplify – 
i.e. instantiate and refer to – important features they share with the facts. Exemplification, she urges, 
“provides at least as strong and stable a link to the phenomena as truth does” (Elgin 2017:2).  

Irrespective of how exactly a true-enough condition is spelled out, it is not implied by a reflective-
equilibrium condition, because reflective equilibrium relates to true enough in a similar way as justifi-
cation to truth in standard accounts of knowledge: as justification (in the case of knowledge) has to 
speak in favour of the belief in question being true, reflective equilibrium has to speak in favour of the 
position in question being true enough. 

The view that an account of objectual understanding requires an external rightness condition dove-
tails with Elgin’s characterization of her own approach as an imperfect procedural epistemology, 
which recognizes an external standard but cannot guarantee that the results of its procedures satisfy 
this standard.23 According to the above suggestion, true enough is the external standard, and reflective 
equilibrium provides convincing but not conclusive reasons that the standard is met. The view also fits 
well with Elgin’s (2017:71; 75–6) claim that epistemic justification requires both a coherent position 
and that the best explanation of its coherence is that the position is true enough. Elgin (2014) substan-
tiates this claim by an extensive example in which a theft is investigated, based on the reports of 
several witnesses. Elgin argues that the best explanation for the coherence of the resulting account is 
that it gets the facts roughly right. But Elgin does not explicitly connect this inference-to-the-best-
explanation requirement to reflective equilibrium. 

Here is a rough outline of how this might be done in a way which is based on our account of reflec-
tive equilibrium and fits well with Elgin’s example. Obviously, the coherence of a position alone does 
not make it likely that the position is true enough. For an inference to the best explanation, we need to 
refer additionally to non-coherentist features of the position and argue that the best explanation for the 
position having all these features is that it is roughly true. We have identified three non-coherentist 
requirements: doing justice to additional epistemic goals, respecting input commitments and inde-
pendent credibility. An inference to the best explanation can refer to the first requirement since some 
epistemic goals are likely to be truth-conducive; promising candidates might be explanatory power 
and comprehensiveness. But even epistemic goals such as simplicity and visualizability that are clearly 
not truth-conducive may play a role in such an inference since they can justify that a position is true 
enough, given the additional goals. The second requirement is irrelevant for the intended inference. 
That a position respects input commitments makes sure that it is in fact about the subject matter at 
hand, but it does not provide reasons for assuming that the position is true enough. The third require-
ment, however, is crucial for the intended inference. If enough commitments of a position have some 
credibility that is independent of its coherence and is rather due to the accommodation of evidence or 
derives from well-established background theories, then this clearly speaks in favour of the position 
being true enough. Thus, that a position is true enough is the best explanation if the position is 
coherent, if it does justice to the relevant configuration of epistemic goals, and if enough of its  

 23 The term “imperfect procedural epistemology” is from Considered Judgment (Elgin 1996:20), but 
Elgin still seems to adhere to the idea in True Enough (see e.g. Elgin 2017:65). If our argument 
above is correct, then the term characterizes her current position much better than the earlier one. 
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commitments have independent credibility.24 If this is correct, then the fact that a position is in reflec-
tive equilibrium provides convincing but – since an inference to the best explanation is an non-
deductive inference – not conclusive reasons for the claim that the position is true enough and conse-
quently meets the external standard that an imperfect procedural epistemology requires. 

According to this analysis, there are good reasons to ascribe Elgin the view that an account of 
understanding requires an external rightness condition. But, on the other hand, Elgin (2017:91–121) 
explicitly rejects standards that are “exogenous” to the epistemic practice and develops a deontological 
account of epistemic norms according to which epistemic acceptability turns on epistemic responsi-
bility. This suggests that we should accept a position in reflective equilibrium not because it is likely 
to be true enough (or to meet some other external standard) but because it conforms to epistemic 
norms that would emerge from the deliberations of idealized agents who are equal and free.  

There is thus some tension with respect to whether, according to Elgin, an account of understand-
ing requires an external rightness condition. We have argued elsewhere for such a condition and 
suggested to construe it as an evaluative criterion for assessing how good someone’s understanding is 
rather than as a necessary condition (Baumberger 2019). In a nutshell, the key idea is that an external 
rightness condition seems required to accommodate the intuition that if two positions are each in 
reflective equilibrium to the same degree for their agents (and the agents are also equally able to use 
them), the position that answers better to the facts provides the better understanding of its subject 
matter. If a Copernican astronomer of the 16th century and her Ptolemaic contemporary both held a 
position that was in reflective equilibrium for them and the two astronomers were equally able to use 
their theories in predictions and explanations, the Copernican understood the motion of the planets 
better than her Ptolemaic contemporary. If this is correct, then an explication of objectual understand-
ing requires an external rightness condition besides the reflective-equilibrium condition. Elgin is thus 
well advised to add in (1) the grounded-in-fact requirement that she formulated in (2). 

4. Conclusion 

The account of reflective equilibrium we have suggested is sympathetic to Elgin’s, but it introduces a 
more differentiated structure, and it is significantly more elaborated than the alternatives in the litera-
ture. In particular, we have argued that reflective equilibrium requires more than a coherent position; 
that is, more than an agreement of commitments, theory and relevant background theories. Firstly, the 
position also needs to do justice to a configuration of epistemic goals. Since the epistemic goals are the 
key driver of the reflective-equilibrium process, they should be distinguished from the commitments 
about the subject matter. Secondly, Elgin emphasizes that the position must accommodate initially 
tenable commitments about the subject matter. We argue that this involves actually two non-
coherentist requirements. In order to make sure that the process of equilibrating does not change the 
subject, current commitments need to respect input commitments. Input commitments involve initial 
commitments but also commitments that emerge during the equilibration process, for example because 
the agent becomes aware of new information. And since coherence cannot create justification out of 
nothing, enough resulting commitments must have some credibility independent of the coherence of 
the current position. Importantly, independent credibility cannot be reduced to the credibility of initial 
commitments but can have other sources as well, for example the accommodation of evidence or 
support by background theories. 

 

 24 Note that, in this line of thought, independent credibility does not constitute the grounding 
necessary for understanding. It is rather part of an argument for claiming that the position in 
question is true enough and thus sufficiently grounded in fact for providing understanding. 
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These points relate to reflective equilibrium as a target state, but the idea of a reflective equilibrium 
also includes prominently a process of mutual adjustments. The process-aspect of reflective equilib-
rium raises, we think, the most pressing internal challenges for defenders of reflective equilibrium, 
namely giving a more exact characterization of the process and determining what exactly the status of 
the process is in relation to reflective equilibrium as a target state. We argue that the process of mutual 
adjustments is only indirectly relevant to justification. Running through such a process does not in 
itself contribute to justification, but reconstructing such a process is often the only way to decide 
whether a position is in reflective equilibrium. Obviously, adjustments must be reasonable with 
respect to the goal of reaching a reflective equilibrium. But we do not think that more precise rules can 
be given in abstraction from specific subject matters and pragmatic-epistemic objectives. This does not 
rule out more precise descriptions of the process of equilibrating, but suggests that they should be 
sought for more specific settings. Further investigations are needed to determine whether, for example, 
formal models can be used to describe the equilibration processes more precisely for certain types of 
justificatory projects.  

Reflective equilibrium is embedded in an epistemology of understanding. We have argued that 
objectual understanding cannot not be explained in terms of reflective equilibrium alone, however. An 
internalistic conception of reflective equilibrium can be used to analyse the justification condition and 
the commitment condition for understanding, but an explication of objectual understanding also 
requires an ability condition and an external rightness condition. The outlines of an account of 
commitment emerge from the suggested conception of reflective equilibrium. But this account still 
needs to be spelled out in detail, and more work is required to fully analyse the ability and the right-
ness condition. In her most recent writings, especially in True Enough, Elgin seems to conceive the 
rightness condition as a true-enough condition and suggests analysing it in terms of the exemplifica-
tion of features the theory in question shares with the facts constituting the subject matter. This paper 
is not the place to discuss how such a rightness condition can do justice to the cognitive contributions 
of idealizations and non-propositional representations. Nonetheless, we hope we have shown that an 
account of reflective equilibrium and understanding based on Elgin’s work is a strong contender in the 
debate on objectual understanding and epistemic justification.  
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