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Abstract
The method of reflective equilibrium (MRE) is a method of justification popular-
ized by John Rawls and further developed by Norman Daniels, Michael DePaul, 
Folke Tersman, and Catherine Z. Elgin, among others. The basic idea is that epis-
temic agents have justified beliefs if they have succeeded in forming their beliefs 
into a harmonious system of beliefs which they reflectively judge to be the most 
plausible. Despite the common reference to MRE as a method, its mechanisms or 
rules are typically expressed in a metaphorical or simplified manner and are there-
fore criticized as too vague. Recent efforts to counter this criticism have been di-
rected towards the attempt to provide formal explications of MRE. This paper aims 
to supplement these efforts by providing an informal working definition of MRE. 
This approach challenges the view that MRE can adequately be characterized only 
in the negative as a set of anti-essentialisms. I argue that epistemic agents follow 
MRE iff they follow four interconnected rules, which are concerned with a mini-
malistic form of foundationalism, a minimalistic form of fallibilism, a moderate 
form of holism, and a minimalistic form of rationality. In the critical spirit of MRE, 
the corresponding working definition is, of course, provisional and revisable. In 
general, the aim is to contribute to a reflective equilibrium (RE) concerning MRE. 
If it is successful, this working definition provides a better grasp of the most basic 
elements of the method and thereby enhances our understanding of it.
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1 Introduction

If one were to make an inventory of the philosophical toolbox, one sensible item on 
the list would be the method of reflective equilibrium (MRE). However, although 
MRE is mentioned in many papers, in particular in moral philosophy,—sometimes 
in affirmation, sometimes in opposition—it is not immediately clear how this method 
relates to other sensible items on the list, like the usage of thought experiments, 
conceptual analysis, conceptual (re-)engineering or ameliorative analysis, to name a 
few.1 This lack of clarity is explained, in part, by an even more pressing and general 
issue: despite the suggestion that MRE is in fact a method, its mechanism or rules are 
typically expressed in a rather metaphorical or simplified manner and therefore might 
be considered to be too vague.

There are efforts by the proponents of MRE to counter this critique with a clarifi-
cation of the method. In the present paper I aim to supplement these efforts by provid-
ing, to my knowledge, the first informal working definition of MRE. In the critical 
and systematic spirit of MRE, this working definition is, of course, understood to be 
provisional and revisable.2 In general, the idea is to contribute to a reflective equi-
librium (RE) concerning MRE.3 If successful, it provides a better grasp of the most 
basic elements of the method and thereby enhances our understanding of it (Elgin, 
1996, 2017; Baumberger & Brun, 2021).

The paper proceeds as follows:
Section 2 provides an initial characterization of a method that serves as point of 

reference for the further inquiry. Moreover, I argue that a working definition of MRE 
cannot be adequately based on a specific historical account of the method.

One might object that it is in principle impossible to provide a positive defini-
tion of MRE, since the method can only be characterized in the negative as a set of 
anti-essentialisms. Kenneth Walden’s position could be interpreted this way (Walden, 
2013). In Sect. 3, however, I argue that a purely negative characterization of MRE is 
unsatisfactory and that it is at least a reasonable endeavor to seek a working definition 
of the method.

In order to do so, we must distinguish between necessary and contingent elements 
of MRE. Section 4 makes this distinction with reference to two exemplary cases. The 
first case of a contingent element of the method is the Rawlsian idea that we should 
use only our considered moral judgements for MRE in normative ethics. The second 

1  For discussions of the relation of MRE to the some of these notions see Brun (2020, 2022) and Slavny 
et al. (2020).

2  One might think of the working definition we seek as a “constructional definition” (Brun, 2016, p. 1238) 
or explication of MRE. This fits well with the idea that MRE and the concept of explication are (at least) 
closely related (Brun, 2020).

3  In the present paper I simply assume that there is such a thing as MRE. This is not an entirely trivial or 
innocent assumption. John Mikhail, for example, can be interpreted as asserting that there is merely the 
state of RE (Mikhail, 2011, p. 14, 2013, p. 204, however, see also 2011, p. 12, 2013, p. 289). However, 
many authors explicitly commit to MRE or criticize it, so the assumption is far from extraordinary. More-
over, since an explication of what is meant by MRE can also be helpful in assessing whether the notion 
of RE in fact implies or comes along with a corresponding method, it is a reasonable assumption for the 
present paper. I thank an anonymous reviewer for pressing me to clarify this issue.
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case is Daniels’s claim that in order to reach a sufficiently wide RE state one must 
respect what he calls the independence constraint.

In Sect. 5, I present four interconnected rules of MRE and argue that each of these 
rules is a necessary element of the method. In Sect. 6, I argue that these four rules are 
also jointly sufficient for MRE, because paradigmatic MRE conceptions are included 
and paradigmatic approaches that are incompatible with MRE are excluded. A brief 
conclusion is provided in Sect. 7.4

2 An initial characterization of the method

To begin with a very general fact about MRE, we can observe that it is proposed as 
a method of justification. As such it is highly prominent in moral philosophy. How-
ever, it is not limited to this discipline, or even to philosophy itself.5 Further, there are 
strong claims in favor of MRE:

“Indeed, it is the only defensible method: apparent alternatives to it are illusory.” 
(Scanlon, 2002, p. 149).

It is far from clear, however, precisely what is meant by justification in this con-
text, and there is serious potential for misunderstanding. In epistemology, for exam-
ple, “justification” mostly refers to a kind of justification that figures in the analysis 
of knowledge as justified true belief. Thus, a justification is understood to provide a 
warrant for beliefs, such that any true belief would be an instance of knowledge if it 
is additionally justified. However, the most elaborate accounts of MRE do not claim 
that MRE provides this kind of justification (see for example Daniels, 1996; DePaul, 
1993; Elgin, 1996, 2017; Baumberger & Brun, 2021; Kauppinen & Hirvelä, 2022).6 
At the same time, however, justification via MRE is not just a persuasive rhetorical 
device that one can identify empirically in dialogical practice. Because it is bound 
to what an epistemic agent actually should believe, it has an epistemically norma-
tive dimension. MRE aims at beliefs (or, alternatively: commitments, acceptances, 
credences…)7 that are justified for a specific epistemic agent. It aims at a kind of 
internal justification, which is seen as a form of rational entitlement to believe only 
in light of one’s beliefs and not according to some criterion that is external or inac-
cessible for the epistemic agent. This is not meant to imply that externalist accounts 
of justification, for example, are wrong; on the contrary, they might be justified by 
the use of MRE itself. Justification that can be attained via MRE is simply of another 

4  The rule-based analysis of MRE I develop in this paper builds upon an earlier account that I first 
defended in Schmidt (2022). There have been important changes and refinements as well as considerable 
extensions.

5  See, for example, Rawls’s claim that MRE is “[…] is not peculiar to moral philosophy” (Rawls, 1999, 
p. 18).

6  Indeed, much criticism of MRE can be related to this kind of misunderstanding (at least to some degree). 
See, for example, criticisms by Singer (1974), Brandt (1979) or Kelly and McGrath (2010).

7  What kind of states form the elements of a reflective equilibrium remains an open question. However, a 
minimal consensus is that MRE deals with doxastic states. For the remainder of this paper, I simply refer 
to the doxastic states of MRE as “beliefs” and thus suggest a rather non-technical and broad meaning of 
this word that encompasses these other doxastic states.
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type (for pluralism on justification see, for example, Meylan, 2017) and refers to a 
justification that epistemic agents should provide for themselves or in dialogue if they 
are wondering or arguing what to believe. Thus, if some kind of inner monologue is 
included, the kind of justification MRE aims at can be also called “dialectical justifi-
cation” (Kauppinen & Hirvelä, 2022).

The basic idea is that epistemic agents have justified beliefs if those beliefs are 
part of a RE. Epistemic agents achieve a RE iff they succeed in forming their beliefs 
into a harmonious system of beliefs which they reflectively judge to be the most 
plausible. In order to arrive at a RE, one must scrutinize one’s beliefs in an integral 
manner and mutually adjust theoretical principles and judgements at all levels of 
generality.

From this brief characterization, which will be expanded below, it immediately 
follows that one can make a distinction between the state of RE and MRE: MRE aims 
at achieving the state of RE by offering what one could call a RE process.

According to John Rawls, a RE state concerning justice is reached.

“[…] after a person has weighed various proposed conceptions [of justice] and 
has either revised his judgements [about justice] to accord with one of them or 
held fast to his initial convictions (and the corresponding conception).” (Rawls, 
1999, p. 43).

While pursuing RE, it is important, according to Rawls,

“[…] to be presented with all possible descriptions to which one might plau-
sibly conform one’s judgements together with all relevant philosophical argu-
ments for them.” (Rawls, 1999, p. 43).

There are, at least, two important points one can extract from these quotes. According 
to the first quote, there is no type of judgement in the RE process which is immune 
from revision: in case more theoretical judgements conflict with more intuitive ones, 
both can in principle be revised in order to achieve consistency and, where possible, 
coherence as a criterion for a plausible epistemic position.8 According to the second 
quote and insofar as arguments are ultimately based on premises that may be consid-
ered hypotheses or parts of theories, it is necessary to include in the RE process all 
beliefs, theories and hypotheses that are relevant in light of the current inquiry. This 
requirement is commonly referred to as the need to strive for a wide RE (in contrast 
to an overly narrow RE)9 (Rawls, 1999, p. 43 f., 1974; Daniels, 1979). The require-
ment for a wide RE can be interpreted in two non-exclusive but rather complemen-
tary ways:

8  This might not seem a very informative point, since most philosophers today think that most judgements 
are revisable (Hetherington, 2019). However, MRE involves the stance that everything is revisable. I will 
come back to this issue in Sect. 5.2. Note that this does not preclude that some kinds of judgements can 
be discarded or prioritized for a specific area of inquiry if this is justified via RE.

9  If only a sufficiently wide systematization of our beliefs can be a RE, “narrow RE” would be an oxy-
moron.
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1) One must include beliefs about the relevant opinions of epistemic peers or experts 
(including, plausibly, their respective track record) (see Rawls, 1974, p. 7 f.). 
For the academic context this may mean that one should also include proposed 
theories that are deemed relevant, even if one does not accept them initially. 
With respect to the issue of justice, according to Rawls, this especially concerns 
the theories “[…] known to us through the tradition of moral philosophy […]” 
(Rawls, 1999, p. 43).

2) One must include beliefs that are not directly related to the specific inquiry but 
nevertheless have implications for directly relevant beliefs. These beliefs must 
be included as long as their inferential connections can be revealed through ade-
quate reflection. Some of these beliefs may belong to what Norman Daniels calls 
“background theories” (Daniels, 1979, p. 258).10

Thus far I have focused on the Rawlsian account of MRE. This is appropriate since 
Rawls coined the name “RE” (Rawls, 1971, 1999; see Gališanka, 2019) and his phi-
losophy is thus a natural starting point for further inquiry into the concept of MRE. 
However, Rawls himself claimed that MRE is common and has been used (or fol-
lowed implicitly) throughout much of the history of philosophy. He explicitly refers 
to the following list of diverse thinkers, who, in his judgement, reflectively employed 
and advocated the method to a certain degree: Aristotle, Henry Sidgwick, Nelson 
Goodman, Willard Van Orman Quine and Morton White (Rawls, 1999, pp. 18, 45, 
507). He briefly also mentions the Socratic spirit of MRE and a connection to what 
John Stuart Mill regarded as a feasible philosophical proof (Rawls, 1999, pp. 108, 
507).

Typically, only Rawls’s reference to Goodman is noted in the literature, presum-
ably since Rawls refers to Goodman’s proposed methodology for justifying accounts 
of adequate logical reasoning as an exemplification of MRE at the point where he 
introduces the method (Rawls, 1999, p. 18). Quite often, it is prominently claimed 
that MRE therefore originated in Goodman’s philosophy (e.g., Baumberger & Brun, 
2021; Daniels, 2020; Walden, 2013). However, there are at least two reasons to ques-
tion this claim:

1) If Rawls is right in referring to Aristotle or Sidgwick as practitioners (and think-
ers) of MRE avant la lettre, they—and other possible proponents of MRE—are 
clearly historically prior.

2) Rawls’s account of MRE originated in his work around 1950, which is primarily 
accessible in his dissertation and a subsequent paper (Rawls, 1950, 1951; see 
Mandle, 2016; Reidy, 2016; Botti, 2019; Gališanka, 2019). As the period when 
these texts were written is essentially the same time when Goodman (alongside 
with Quine and White) developed the ideas published in Fact, Fiction, and Fore-
cast (White, 1999), a reasonable interpretation is that the basic idea of MRE was 

10  Typical descriptions of wide RE contain more specific conditions for widening narrow RE, e.g., by 
using background theories (e.g., Knight, 2023, Sect. 2.2), but for my minimalistic working definition of 
RE it is advantageous to leave open how exactly the widening is done.
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independently arrived at by multiple scholars and its explicit (re-)formulation 
might be regarded as an early offspring of post-war philosophy.

Now, this does not mean that one need not pay close attention to Goodman’s account 
of MRE (or any other).11 Nor is this only interesting for the history of philosophy. 
Rather, it shows that a definition of MRE cannot easily be settled on the basis of a 
specific historical account.

Moreover, the most elaborate explicit accounts of MRE—alongside Rawls’s, for 
example, those proposed by Norman Daniels, Michael DePaul, Folke Tersman, and 
Catherine Z. Elgin—disagree at least in some respects and are rather vague at least 
with respect to MRE’s core rules or mechanisms.

With regard to the latter problem, one can observe that there is a growing aware-
ness and effort to resolve the vagueness by providing formal interpretations of the 
method. However, this is still an ongoing endeavor with few available results (Tha-
gard, 2000; Welch, 2014; Freivogel, 2021; Beisbart et al., 2021). With regard to these 
and prospective formal interpretations, there is the open question of their adequacy. In 
order to answer this question, we must refer to an informal interpretation of MRE.12

However, if we cannot avoid referring to an informal interpretation of MRE, we 
are confronted with the other aforementioned problem: the best informal accounts 
of MRE seem to disagree to at least some extent and it is unclear how they relate to 
each other. Therefore, we need a better informal understanding of MRE. This paper 
contributes to this task by seeking a minimalistic working definition of MRE that 
covers all paradigmatic informal conceptions of MRE and thus explains how they 
hang together.

3 Is it possible to define MRE?

Doubts have been raised as to whether one can in fact provide a positive definition of 
MRE. Kenneth Walden prominently claims:

“[…] the method of reflective equilibrium is not, exactly, anything. It is a mis-
take to try to give a positive characterization of reflective equilibrium […]” 
(Walden, 2013, pp. 243, 244).

Does this mean that, whenever we try to provide a justification for a belief, we are 
already following MRE? Anything goes? This would be an uncharitable interpre-
tation of Walden. While he does want to stress that we cannot provide a positive 
characterization, he himself still aims for a kind of ‘negative theology’. We should be 
especially careful not to identify MRE with

11  Indeed, Goodman’s account of MRE is especially valuable since he presents it in a context—justifica-
tion in the discipline of logic—that is sometimes regarded as outside of the scope of MRE. This is impor-
tant for proponents of the method’s universal applicability.
12  If there are some elements which are not formalizable, the informal account of RE would be more basic 
and thus have priority (see Schmidt, 2022, 366–370).
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“[…] a concern with a particular species of data, particular procedures and 
methods, or even a particular conception of normative success. Instead, it 
should be understood as the denial of essentialism about just these matters—as 
a form of anti-essentialism about our epistemic inputs, methods, and goals. 
Practitioners of reflective equilibrium deny that we can say much of anything 
substantive in advance of inquiry, and they think of their ‘method’ as whatever 
is left over of our ordinary thinking once we have purged these essentialist 
bogeys. In short, reflective equilibrium is what it isn’t.” (Walden, 2013, p. 244).

While I largely agree with Walden concerning these anti-essentialisms, such a purely 
negative characterization is unsatisfactory. It excludes so little that nearly anything 
goes. It does not rule out, for example, ways of “ordinary thinking” that clearly con-
flict with our initial beliefs about a RE process. If we justify a belief by inferring it 
from what we hold to be an indubitable and certain truth, which we dogmatically 
and uncritically accept, then we are not following MRE. If we justify a belief by 
bringing it into accordance with a specific theory but do not reflect on problematic 
assumptions of this very theory, we are not following MRE. Thus, MRE does seem 
to involve more than simply these specific forms of anti-essentialism.

Of course, one could try to expand the negative characterization of MRE by 
excluding other positions or practices as well. Any integrated account of MRE will 
involve such a list of exclusions. However, a purely ‘negative theology’ has problems 
of its own: Why can we accept these negative statements in advance of inquiry but we 
cannot accept any positive ones? On which grounds do we accept these statements? 
Additionally, if we take seriously that MRE is a method, we should be able to offer 
some rules that provide guidance for action, whereas a negative characterization can 
only provide guidance for non-action. Since MRE figures prominently as a method 
for justification in the public and political realm and is, according to some forms of 
liberalism, a requirement for public reasoning, it should be able to offer action guid-
ance. A positive characterization or even a working definition of MRE thus would be 
desirable if it is attainable.

It is not entirely clear whether Walden would argue that every attempt to find a 
positive definition of MRE is doomed to fail in principle.13 Nevertheless, two reasons 
might be offered to support such a claim about the (lack of) attainability of a working 
definition of MRE:

1) We cannot abstractly determine the method in advance of inquiry; rather, it can 
only be determined concurrently with and for the purpose of a specific inquiry, 
such that it will vary with the objects and aims of the respective inquiries.14

13  At some points Walden does offer some positive characterization of the method. For example: “[…] 
any defender of the method of reflective equilibrium worth his salt will insist that we include any consid-
erations potentially relevant to the questions we are trying to answer, or at least those we have access to.” 
(Walden, 2013, p. 246, see also p. 251).
14  This idea figures prominently in Walden’s account of MRE (Walden, 2013, pp. 244, 248, 251–255; 
Baumberger & Brun, 2021, p. 7938).
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2) One can question whether the conceptions of MRE that are brought forward in 
fact share a conceptual core that would allow for such a working definition, or 
whether they rather exhibit a kind of family resemblance.

Let us begin with the second reason. It is clearly possible that conceptions of MRE 
that we reflectively judge to be paradigmatic do not share a conceptual core. If we 
do not want to discard a supposed conception of MRE as misguided (or make ad hoc 
adjustments), an adequate and general working definition would be impossible. How 
can we know if this is the case? One viable strategy is simply to attempt to formulate 
a conceptual core while remaining open to the possibility that the best effort to do so 
might fail.

The first reason might be considered a reason to not even attempt to define MRE in 
an abstract way. Intuitively it seems quite plausible that the form of a RE process will 
vary with the specific aim or object of inquiry. Think of Rawls’s specification of the 
method with regard to the task of public justification within sufficiently just liberal 
democracies (“full reflective equilibrium”) (Rawls, 1995, p. 141, 2001, p. 31 f.; Dan-
iels, 1996, pp. 144–175; Walden, 2013, p. 255). However, first, even here all adequate 
specifications of MRE might share a more abstract conceptual core, and second, if 
one subscribes to MRE, even here not every form of inquiry is suitable for determin-
ing what specifications of MRE are adequate for and within the respective inquiry. 
What is methodologically justified with respect to a specific aim and object of inquiry 
must then be justified via MRE on a more primitive or general level from which we 
can assess the adequacy of the specification without presupposing it. It is this general 
level that the definition of MRE we seek is concerned with. I will elaborate on this 
idea in the next section.

4 Contingent elements of MRE conceptions

There are some elements of MRE conceptions which are quite commonly interpreted 
as essential elements when they are in fact, at most, contingent elements of MRE. 
Elements can be contingent when their inclusion depends on a justification via a 
more primitive version of MRE in the first place (where this justification is not self-
defeating). Often, these contingent elements are restricted to a specific aim and object 
of inquiry, but this need not be the case.15

One important example of a contingent element of the method that is often taken 
to be necessary is Rawls’s idea that we should only accept considered moral judge-
ments as input for the RE process in normative ethics. For Rawls, ‘considered judge-
ments’ means beliefs that are formed under circumstances in which our moral powers 
(for his purposes, especially the sense of justice) are not distorted. According to 
Rawls, such a distortion is likely to happen when we are not interested in the truth or 
correctness of a judgement, when we are upset, partial, or feel uncertain about this 

15  Kauppinen and Hirvelä identify up to 1024 variants or conceptions of MRE that might result with regard 
to “possible elements” of the method. Thus, their account is closely related to the distinction between nec-
essary and contingent elements of MRE that I advocate here (Kauppinen & Hirvelä, 2022).
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judgement. Therefore, we should exclude beliefs formed under these circumstances 
from the RE process in normative ethics. Here, I am not concerned with the question 
whether such a specification of MRE is justified or not. Rawls’s condition of includ-
ing only considered moral judgements is criticized even by staunch supporters of 
MRE (for a critical treatment of this question see DePaul, 1993, p. 17 f., 128; Elgin, 
1996, pp. 101–106; Rechnitzer & Schmidt, 2022). Instead, I would like to point out 
that the specification regarding considered judgements depends on a more primitive 
version of MRE. Since there are epistemic peers who question whether the specifica-
tion is adequate, we can imagine Rawls, as a proponent of MRE, responding to the 
objections by providing a justification for this modification of the method via MRE. 
And for this very justification it would be adequate not to presuppose and apply the 
filtering process for considered judgements, if this is feasible without thereby ruining 
the RE process. Indeed, there are no good reasons to assume that such an RE process 
would be defective in any obvious way. Then whether or not he is right about the 
exceptional role of considered judgements depends on a more primitive version of 
the method and the weighed beliefs of the epistemic agents who are concerned with 
this matter. Thus, even if we think that limiting input to considered judgements is a 
justified element of a RE process in normative ethics, it is a contingent element. If we 
do not respect the exceptional role of considered judgements, this does not automati-
cally mean we are not following MRE.

The last example was concerned with a contingent element of MRE that was 
restricted to a specific area of inquiry, namely normative ethics. Not every contin-
gent element of MRE is restricted in this sense, though. An example for such a case 
might be Daniels’s proposal of an independence constraint. The basic idea behind the 
independence constraint is as follows: Let’s imagine we accept a theory, for example 
a theory of justice, because it accords with our beliefs about the topic. Now, as we 
want to achieve a wide RE, we ask ourselves what—apart from the agreement with 
our beliefs about justice—speaks for this specific theory (and what speaks against 
it), and it turns out that all the arguments are ultimately based on premises that are 
identical with the beliefs concerning justice we have already considered. We did not 
actually expand our set of beliefs involved in the RE process, so should we regard 
this as achieving a RE state or discard it as an equilibrium that is too narrow? Daniels 
contends that we should do the latter, since we should only accept an equilibrium 
as adequately wide if the set of beliefs that support a theory in the background is 
somewhat distinct from the set of beliefs that are directly connected with the theory. 
This is the independence constraint (Daniels, 1979, p. 259ff, 1980, pp. 85–100; see 
also Knight, 2023). Though Daniels is concerned primarily with MRE in normative 
and applied ethics, one can conceive of the independence constraint as a constraint 
on general inquiry via MRE. Other proponents of MRE, however, either do not men-
tion such a constraint or reject it based on systematic grounds (DePaul, 1993, p. 
20 ff.). This is, again, not the most relevant aspect for the present purpose. The more 
important question is whether we would expect Daniels to have employed a version 
of MRE for the justification of the independence constraint which itself does not pre-
suppose the independence constraint. If so, it is a contingent element of the method, 
although it is not restricted to a specific area of inquiry.
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Other contingent elements will include, among others, specifications concerning 
the exact group of epistemic agents that can be the users of MRE, the exact epistemic 
value that MRE contributes to, specifications regarding which doxastic states should 
be considered as the input for the method, and so on.

At this point, I want to briefly address a potential objection to the idea that propo-
nents of MRE should use a more primitive version of MRE to justify specific versions 
of the method that contain contingent elements. How can we justify the elements of 
the more primitive version of MRE? On pain of infinite regress, we cannot always 
simply refer to an even more primitive version of MRE for this task. However, the 
move to a more primitive version in some cases does not include a commitment that 
would demand such an ominous strategy. At some point, proponents of MRE should 
accept that a minimalistic version of MRE must be justified by itself. Wherever pos-
sible, we should avoid presupposing elements of MRE when they need to be justi-
fied, but some things must be presupposed for the very endeavor of justification via 
MRE. The quest for a definition of MRE is simply a quest to identify these necessary 
presuppositions.

It is not epistemically ideal that proponents of MRE have to rely on an abstract 
version of the method to investigate whether it can be justified at all. However, it 
is acceptable since a successful self-application is unavoidable for any method of 
internal justification. If we were to use a different method for this task, we would 
ultimately rely on this other method. Moreover, a self-application of MRE does not 
simply beg the question whether it is justified. Such a self-application of the method 
involves the consideration of every relevant criticism of MRE, and its conclusion 
remains open—one possible result is that MRE ultimately defeats itself. This shows 
that MRE, though based on a rather unreflective acceptance in the first place, can 
progress to a reflective and critical acceptance. Indeed, it can be seen as a meth-
odological account of critical thinking. If we judge this to be a valuable mode of 
thinking, especially in the public and political sphere, it is a cultural achievement that 
needs to be properly maintained.16

5 Necessary elements of MRE

In this section, I propose a list of four elementary rules that jointly constitute MRE. 
These are necessary rules; if one of these rules is omitted from a justificatory process, 
this process is in conflict with MRE, and if one does not follow all of these rules, one 
does not follow MRE. These rules are not understood to be strictly separate; rather, 
they are closely interlinked. Considering these rules separately primarily serves to 
provide a more tangible illustration.

According to MRE these rules are in force for epistemic agents if they want to 
justify a belief epistemically or ask themselves what they should believe only on 

16  An extended discussion of points raised in this paragraph can be found in several sections in Schmidt 
(2022), 345–351, 377–380, 380–383).
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epistemic grounds.17 We need not determine the exact specification of the epistemic 
agent, whether it must be a natural person or if it can be a group of persons (see also 
Sect. 5.1).

Epistemic agents can start the RE process explicitly or implicitly at any time, such 
as by asking if a specific belief or hypothesis is justified, or how to resolve a conflict 
between two or more beliefs, or how to think about a specific topic. The RE process 
stops (provisionally and automatically) if the epistemic agent abandons the inquiry or 
succeeds in achieving RE. The process can begin again at any time, especially if new 
relevant beliefs emerge or changes occur in the existing belief system.

While the exact order of the following rules is irrelevant once the RE process has 
started, I think it might be natural to order them as I do here.

5.1 Minimalistic foundationalism

The first rule concerns the doxastic states that form the foundation of the RE process. 
Minimalistic foundationalism can be stated as follows:

Justification via MRE is tied to the epistemic agents’ own beliefs and evalua-
tions. Epistemic agents may (only) include beliefs in the RE process which they 
themselves actually happen to hold. They are also entitled to include hypoth-
eses or theories they deem to be relevant or worth considering.

One might object that this formulation of the MRE does not pay enough attention to 
the social dimension of justification, since only the beliefs of the epistemic agent are 
allowed to enter the RE process. However, the social dimension is accounted for due, 
at least, to the following reasons:

1) Naturally, the beliefs of the epistemic agent will include beliefs about the beliefs 
of other epistemic agents, including attitudes towards the content of these beliefs. 
An important group of these epistemic agents will be agents one regards as 
experts in a given area.

2) Epistemic agents might be not only natural persons but also groups of persons or 
institutions. Courts would be an example for the latter.

3) In specific instances a justification provided by a successful application of MRE 
by one epistemic agent will and should inform the MRE application of other 
epistemic agents—for instance, according to Rawls, in the exercise of public 
reasoning (see for example Rawls, 2005, 2001).

Additionally, this rule allows for the inclusion of hypotheses or theories, including 
hypotheses or theories the epistemic agents have not considered before the inquiry 
but now consider for systematic reasons. Of course, it might also be possible that the 
epistemic agents have developed a doxastic attitude towards the respective hypoth-

17  It might also be possible to justify what one should believe on moral grounds where this is counter to 
epistemic grounds. However, how do we know if morality actually requires that we should believe some-
thing? I hold that, to answer this question, one must rely on an epistemic justification via MRE.
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eses or theories, which would entail that they can be included in any case. There are at 
least two reasons that epistemic agents might want to include hypotheses and theories 
they do not accept initially:

1) The RE process is actually concerned with the justification of theories or hypoth-
eses. The epistemic agents assume, for example, that one might justify theoreti-
cal elements such as moral principles or scientific laws that can help explain our 
beliefs and thus consider suitable candidates, even if they do not receive initial 
acceptance.

2) The epistemic agents believe that relevant evidence, (expert) testimony, or 
some other factor supports a theory or hypothesis that does not receive initial 
acceptance.

One might go even one step further and make the inclusion of theories a requirement, 
since paradigmatic MRE accounts, such as Rawls’s, focus on the iterative adjust-
ment of theories and beliefs (Beisbart et al., 2021, p. 456). However, I am skeptical 
of this requirement since not every inquiry with MRE, especially outside the aca-
demic context, will involve elaborate theories or something like theory choice (see, 
for example, Elgin, 1996, p. 103, 2014, 2017, pp. 69–73).18

Further, minimalistic foundationalism does not preclude the search for new or 
relevant beliefs in the course of the RE process. Strictly speaking, such a search will 
(in most cases, where there is no excessive time pressure) be mandated by the rule 
of moderate holism (Sect. 5.3). A RE might ultimately also include the belief that the 
epistemic agent first has to gather more experiences or evidences with respect to the 
current inquiry.

Furthermore, this rule highlights that all kinds of beliefs that the epistemic agent 
holds can in principle enter the RE process. At the very basic level of MRE there 
is no filtering process that excludes beliefs of the epistemic agent that are not well-
considered or otherwise privileged (see Sect. 4).

Regarding the qualification of this foundationalism as minimalistic, many propo-
nents of MRE adopt, in Laurence BonJour’s terminology, a (very) weak foundation-
alism according to which some beliefs at the beginning of an inquiry might already 
possess some degree of credibility or justification, but that degree is insufficient for 
achieving one’s epistemic goal (e.g., knowledge or understanding); such a goal may 
be only reached if all relevant beliefs of the epistemic agent are coherently system-
atized (BonJour, 1985, p. 28 f., 232 f.; for an explicit adoption with regard to MRE, 
see Elgin, 2014; Baumberger & Brun, 2021; see also Kauppinen & Hirvelä, 2022). 
Elgin, for example, argues that all commitments of an epistemic agent have some 
initial credibility and thus are a suitable basis for MRE:

“Our convictions form the basis for our actions. If projects grounded in a par-
ticular judgment often go awry, reservations develop and the courage of that 
conviction wanes. So confidence in a given judgment indicates that we have 
not yet found it an impediment to action. And that its acceptance has not obvi-

18  I thank the editors for making me aware of this possible objection to my MRE account.
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ously thwarted (and may even have advanced) our efforts is a reason to credit 
a judgment. […] At the outset of any inquiry then there is some epistemic pre-
sumption in favor of the commitments we already have.” (Elgin, 1996, p. 102).

Minimalistic foundationalism agrees that justifications via MRE require some basis, 
namely what the epistemic agent currently believes; however, it remains agnostic on 
the issue of whether the beliefs of the epistemic agent in fact have some initial cred-
ibility. That this is the case might be justified via MRE and thus be an element of a 
specific MRE account—a highly plausible element, in my view. However, this would 
be another contingent element of the method.

Depending on the context, foundationalism, whether minimalistic or not, is some-
times assumed to conflict with the fallibilism of MRE (see Sect. 5.2). However, using 
BonJour’s terminology, weak and even moderate foundationalists also see their basic 
beliefs (e.g., perceptual beliefs under favorable circumstances) as revisable or not 
immune to error. In this sense, fallibilism would be perfectly compatible with these 
sorts of foundationalism. Only strong foundationalism, in the spirit of Descartes for 
example, is incompatible.

Minimalistic foundationalism is a necessary element of MRE, since, without the 
restriction to the beliefs the epistemic agent currently holds and to the hypotheses 
and theories they deem relevant, it would be unclear how the plausibility of candidate 
systems can be evaluated in a rational manner (see Sect. 5.4).

5.2 Minimalistic fallibilism

The second rule concerns the kind of fallibilism that MRE implies. This can be artic-
ulated in the following form:

The epistemic agent should consistently treat all beliefs that enter the RE pro-
cess or result from it as defeasible and revisable.

Fallibilism is therefore understood as primarily an epistemic stance. There are at least 
two interrelated reasons why we should understand it in this way:

1) One might be tempted to state the fallibilism of MRE in a more substantial form. 
For example: “The epistemic agent should be wary that every belief may turn 
out to be wrong or incorrect and thus all beliefs should be regarded as revisable”. 
This, however, would presuppose that none of the beliefs is a necessary truth, 
since they could not, in principle, turn out to be wrong. MRE should not presup-
pose such a metaphysical (and rather dubious) claim a priori but offer the pos-
sibility of treating this matter neutrally via MRE. One might object that epistemic 
agents should not treat beliefs as revisable when they conceive them as neces-
sary truths, so this possibility must be excluded if the rule applies to all beliefs. 
However, this is not correct: a belief that p is necessarily true, is not necessarily 
true itself. So, one might fail to identify necessary truths correctly, even if one’s 
belief in one can never turn out to be wrong. Thus, even if we identify a belief as 
necessarily true, we can reasonably treat it as a revisable belief.
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2) In general, we need to know why this rule is justified, if MRE is to be justified. 
However, such justification might be offered in different terms and there need not 
be a shared rationale for this fallibilism, therefore it is “minimalistic”. One fea-
sible justification might be based on the claim that there is no belief whose truth 
or correctness is transparent to us, so that our justification for it is never conclu-
sive (cf. Elgin, 1996; Hetherington, 2019). The adoption of one of the available 
justifications in turn would be a contingent element of a specific conception of 
MRE.

Minimalistic fallibilism is a necessary element of the method, since the justificatory 
process would otherwise not always involve balancing the strength of supporting and 
opposing arguments for the evaluation of rival epistemic positions. Such a process 
seems to be at the very heart of MRE. To see this, imagine that there are definitely 
fixed beliefs relevant to the specific inquiry. Conflicting beliefs (given that some prin-
ciples of logic are accepted) would simply have to be adjusted and inferred beliefs 
would have to be accepted.

5.3 Moderate holism

Moderate holism, the third rule, actually consists of two rules which are closely con-
nected to the ideal of an integrative inquiry that adequately takes into account the 
interrelations of beliefs. They can be stated as follows:

a) In the RE process epistemic agents have to consider all beliefs, theories and 
hypotheses—including their inferential relations—that they would deem rel-
evant for the current inquiry after due reflection. They are relevant iff their 
inclusion would foreseeably alter the core result of the process. Considerations 
regarding work and time constraints can justify a deviation from the ideal of 
identifying all relevant beliefs, theories and hypotheses.
b) Conflicting beliefs, theories and hypotheses are not balanced against each 
other in isolation, but as part of possible systems of belief, which result from 
alternative plausible adjustments. These systems of belief—which are candi-
dates for a RE state—are evaluated as a whole.

Moderate holism tries to explicate what it actually means for an epistemic agent 
to strive for a sufficiently wide RE. The demandingness of this task is not always 
acknowledged in the literature. To adequately aim for a RE, it is not enough to simply 
include some background theories. Rather, this requires the more demanding task of 
searching for every belief, theory and hypothesis that would make a difference, given 
certain time constraints.

Moderate holism is a necessary element of MRE for the following reasons: The 
search for a RE state presupposes the interconnectedness of the relevant beliefs, 
theories and hypotheses. Ignoring beliefs, theories and hypotheses (without further 
rationale) that one reflectively judges as relevant—at least prima facie—appears to 
be highly irrational. Moreover, without the requirements of moderate holism that 
correspond with the idea of wide RE, MRE would be too uncritical, as all proponents 
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of MRE readily acknowledge.19 However, if the holism were not moderate, which 
allows for deviation from the ideal in light of work and time constraints, this rule 
would only formulate an unfeasible ideal with which no epistemic agent could actu-
ally comply.

5.4 Minimalistic rationality

Finally, the rule of minimalistic rationality is concerned with evaluating within the 
RE process alternative and competing systems of belief that can be seen as relevant 
candidate systems for a RE. The rule thus provides a solution for the task of deciding 
between the alternative systems of belief that can be established by plausible adjust-
ments of conflicting beliefs revealed by moderate holism. It provides the epistemic 
agent with a criterion that determines what system of beliefs can be accepted as RE 
and constitutes the core “mechanism” of MRE. Minimalistic rationality can be stated 
in the following manner:

Epistemic agents should choose the candidate system of beliefs which, as a 
whole, exhibits the highest plausibility—in light of all inferential relations and 
the strength of the agent’s beliefs. If the epistemic agents succeed in adjusting 
their beliefs accordingly, they have achieved a RE.

The name of the rule suggests—reasonably, as I maintain—that epistemic agents are 
in a very limited sense epistemically rational iff they succeed in believing—all things 
considered—what they themselves deem to be the most plausible.

One might object that this rule conflicts with a common picture of the RE pro-
cess. Both Goodman and Rawls, for example, state that while pursuing a RE state 
we go back and forth between our beliefs and systematic principles or theories, 
sometimes adjusting a belief if it conflicts with a theory or principle we accept 
and sometimes adjusting a principle or theory if it conflicts with a belief we are 
unwilling to discard (Goodman, 1983, pp. 62–64; Rawls, 1999, p. 18; see also 
Brun, 2020; Beisbart et al., 2021; Rechnitzer, 2022a). This seems to imply a piece-
meal approach to adjustment that contrasts with the practice implied by the rule of 
minimalistic rationality, where there is no adjustment before all things have been 
considered—adjustments only occur when the system of beliefs that is the most 
plausible in light of all inferential relations and the strength of the agent’s beliefs 
has been chosen. However, I propose that the reference to adjusting beliefs while 
“going back and forth” can be understood as a rather metaphorical characterization 
of the RE process. What Rawls and Goodman actually describe is a heuristic for 
widening our set of beliefs and considerations for the RE process —a heuristic that 
corresponds with the rule of moderate holism—and for assessing possible adjust-
ments. By way of trial, we test the consequences of accepting plausible theories 
and other adjustments without actually committing to them—the adjustments are 
merely virtual. A reason for this heuristic is that epistemic agents often lack clarity 

19  The position by Holmgren (1989) might be seen as an exception, but it is possible to interpret the 
account of narrow RE she argues for as an account of wide RE.
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about which beliefs, theories and hypotheses are relevant to the current inquiry, 
how they are inferentially interrelated, which of these beliefs, theories and hypoth-
eses conflict and what strength they assign to their beliefs. By exploring possible 
adjustments, the epistemic agents achieve a better understanding of all these issues. 
An adjustment before all relevant issues have been considered (given time and 
work constraints) would be premature at best.

Another natural objection is that MRE is often characterized as a quest for 
the most coherent system of beliefs, but the rule of minimalistic rationality only 
refers to plausibility, not coherence. I contend that plausibility should be preferred 
over coherence for the following reasons: We might be tempted to think that the 
most coherent system of beliefs is just the same as the most plausible system of 
beliefs, at least when we consider all inferential relations between the beliefs. If 
so, plausibility and coherence are treated as synonymous in this context. If they 
are synonymous, it is sufficient to refer only to plausibility, of course. However, if 
they have different meanings, choosing between them as a criterion for evaluation 
might lead to different results of the respective RE processes. In this case, plau-
sibility is better suited to figure in a definition of MRE. Despite the criticism that 
coherence is a vague concept (consistency plus x), there has been a considerable 
philosophical effort to specify it in formal epistemology with the result of several 
sophisticated coherence measures. However, all of these have been proven to be 
problematic (Olsson, 2021). Plausibility is not yet such a contaminated technical 
term. One might conceive it as the degree to which an epistemic agent deems a 
possible system of beliefs to be true or correct in in light of all inferential relations 
and the strength of the agent’s beliefs. A successful formal explication is certainly 
desirable at some point. However, as the term is invoked regularly when some-
one tries to rationally justify the acceptance of an account or position, it can be 
taken as a primitive notion for now.20 In conclusion, if we have to choose between 
plausibility and coherence, especially in light of the available coherence measures 
(e.g., Shogenji, 1999), we should prefer the system of beliefs we find to be the 
most plausible all things considered. Why should we settle with a system we actu-
ally find on due reflection to be less plausible, although its degree of coherence 
might be higher?21

Minimalistic rationality is a necessary element of MRE, since the adjustments in 
the RE process are not arbitrary but must follow a rational criterion. In proposing 
plausibility as this criterion, I deviate somewhat from the standard characterization 
of MRE, which refers instead to coherence. However, the systematic reasons for this 
deviation might be shared, and I think it offers a better reconstruction of the actual 
MRE practice.

20  I thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.
21  Of course, even in this case MRE could be called a “coherence method” if this refers to the structure of 
justification (circular vs. foundational).

1 3

  170  Page 16 of 22



Synthese

6 A working definition of MRE

If we define MRE in terms of these four rules, this definition captures paradigmatic 
MRE conceptions, such as those proposed by Rawls (1999, 1974, 2001), Daniels 
(1996), DePaul (1993) or Elgin (1996, 2017). All these conceptions implicitly or 
explicitly include the four rules outlined here, at least according to some reasonable 
interpretation, and thus can be regarded as MRE conceptions according to our work-
ing definition.22 They are MRE conceptions because they go beyond the conceptual 
core by arguing for additional contingent elements of the method via the most basic 
form of MRE. At least to my current understanding, no methodological approach 
to internal justification that one would reflectively judge to be an MRE approach is 
excluded. This test could show that at least one of our rules was falsely considered 
to be necessary.

The next question is, of course, if the four necessary rules are jointly also sufficient 
for MRE, so that an adequate working definition would be attainable.

If we define MRE in terms of these four rules, we exclude paradigmatic approaches 
to justification that one reflectively judges to be incompatible with MRE, such as the 
strong foundationalist transcendental argumentation offered by Wolfgang Kuhlmann 
in the tradition of Karl-Otto Apel (Kuhlmann, 2017). To my current understanding, 
no methodological approach to internal justification that one would reflectively judge 
to be not an MRE approach is included. This test could show that the rules were 
falsely considered to be jointly sufficient.

If the four necessary rules are jointly sufficient for MRE, we have achieved a 
working definition of MRE. And it is thus possible to answer the following questions: 
When do epistemic agents follow MRE? They follow MRE iff they respect the pro-
posed elementary rules. When do epistemic agents achieve a RE? They achieve a RE 
iff they succeed in adjusting their beliefs according to the most plausible candidate 
system that emerged while following MRE.

Of course, I do not expect this working definition to be free of errors. On the 
contrary: There will emerge, hopefully, alternative working definitions and perhaps 
also criticisms of the proposed working definition that might lead to its refinement. It 
might also emerge that no definition of MRE can withstand reflective scrutiny after 
all.

7 Conclusion: deepening our understanding of the MRE

There is a need for a better understanding of the core mechanisms or rules of MRE. In 
light of this situation, I have argued that it is a reasonable endeavor to seek a working 
definition of MRE that focuses on the necessary and jointly sufficient elements of the 
method and thereby distinguishes them from contingent elements. I have proposed 
such a working definition. Epistemic agents follow MRE iff they follow four rules, 
which are stated here again synoptically:

22  Detailed interpretations of the MRE accounts of Rawls, Daniels, DePaul, and Elgin can be found in 
Schmidt (2022, 23–152, 158–223, 223–278, 281–318).
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I. Minimalistic foundationalism:

Justification via MRE is tied to the epistemic agents’ own beliefs and evalua-
tions. Epistemic agents may (only) include beliefs in the RE process that they 
in fact themselves happen to hold. They are also entitled to include hypotheses 
or theories they deem to be relevant or worth considering.

II. Minimalistic fallibilism:

The epistemic agent should consistently treat all beliefs that enter the RE pro-
cess or result from it as defeasible and revisable.

III. Moderate holism:

 a. In the RE process epistemic agents must consider all beliefs, theories and 
hypotheses—including their inferential relations—that they would deem to be 
relevant for the current inquiry after due reflection. They are relevant iff their 
inclusion would foreseeably alter the core result of the process. Considerations 
regarding work and time constraints can justify a deviation from the ideal of 
identifying all relevant beliefs, theories and hypotheses.
b. Conflicting beliefs, theories and hypotheses are not balanced against each 
other in isolation, but as part of possible systems of belief, which result from 
alternative plausible adjustments. These systems of belief—which are candi-
dates for a RE state—are evaluated as a whole.

IV. Minimalistic rationality:

Epistemic agents should choose the candidate system of beliefs which, as a 
whole, exhibits the highest plausibility—in light of all inferential relations and 
the strength of the agent’s beliefs. If the epistemic agents succeed in adjusting 
their beliefs accordingly, they have achieved a RE.

To my current knowledge, this is the first account to provide detailed necessary 
and jointly sufficient conditions for following MRE. One result of this approach 
is that one is able to adequately differentiate between necessary and contingent 
features of prominent MRE accounts. I gave two examples for contingent ele-
ments of MRE with Rawls’s considered judgement constraint and Daniels’s inde-
pendence constraint in Sect. 4. A further example was introduced in Sect. 5.1 with 
Elgin’s weak foundationalism. All these contingent elements of MRE accounts 
must be justified by the more basic version of the method provided by the work-
ing definition. MRE, in its most basic form, can and should remain agnostic on 
these and other issues.

The working definition presented here differs from recent formal explications 
of MRE in the obvious aspect that the rules are stated informally. In this way, 
they can be referred to when one wants to answer the question whether a given 
formal model is an adequate representation of MRE. The corresponding review, 
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of course, does not just work in one direction—a formal explication or model of 
MRE might also lead to revisions of the informal working definition via a RE 
process. Additionally, a comparison between the working definition and formal 
models is helpful in highlighting limitations or idealizations. As an example, 
here are two differences with respect to the formal model of MRE proposed and 
defended by Beisbart et al. (2021):

1) The rule of holism and the corresponding search for relevant (new) beliefs, theo-
ries and hypotheses that one must incorporate is not included in this model yet, as 
far as I understand it. Of course, Beisbart, Betz and Brun require that the dialecti-
cal structure containing all relevant sentences with respect to the topic at issue be 
chosen appropriately. However, this is a task for persons working with the model 
and thus the quest for relevant beliefs, theories and hypotheses is arguably not 
a formal feature of the model itself. By employing the model, one assumes that 
the task has been done in an appropriate way: “[…] all relevant sentences are 
given from the beginning and do not change in the course of a RE process” (Beis-
bart et al., 2021, p. 444). According to the proposed working definition of MRE, 
however, the search for relevant beliefs, theories and hypotheses is included in 
the constitutive rules of the method, persists while one is pursuing RE via the 
method and only stops when a RE is, provisionally, attained. For actual epistemic 
agents employing MRE this is a crucial element of the method and matches with 
exemplary applications: Think of philosophers who are inquiring into a topic in 
moral philosophy and create a new thought experiment which uncovers beliefs 
that are relevant in the sense that they make a difference to the outcome of the 
method. They might do so if the newly found beliefs conflict with other beliefs, 
e.g., highly plausible systematic beliefs like “killing is worse than letting die” 
(see also Brun, 2018; Rechnitzer, 2022b, p. 272 f.). For a formal model, it is 
perfectly suitable to abstract from this element of MRE. However, this should 
be recognized as an idealization. Additionally, this is an interesting idealization, 
since it is at least not straightforwardly clear how the quest for relevant beliefs, 
theories and hypotheses can be formalized.

2) There are theoretical virtues or desiderata (“account”, “systematicity”, and “faith-
fulness”), that feature prominently in the formal model. Together with further 
conditions, they jointly determine whether an epistemic state can be considered 
a RE (Beisbart et al., 2021, pp. 446–449). It is necessary to assign the desiderata 
specific weights, and this assignment is not part of the RE process of the model 
(Beisbart et al., 2021, p. 451 f., 454). However, according to the proposed work-
ing definition, these desiderata and their respective weights would be seen as 
relevant beliefs that the epistemic agents consider within the RE process (inso-
far as time restrictions allow for this). Interestingly, the evaluation of epistemic 
states by means of MRE according to the informal working definition might be 
included in a strategy that Beisbart, Betz and Brun discuss for setting the weights 
of the desiderata (Beisbart et al., 2021, p. 458).

As far as the informal working definition is justified in dealing with these aspects, 
these differences might suggest further refinements of the formal model or show its 
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limits; alternatively, these differences might also inform a revision of the informal 
working definition.

The minimalistic rule-based analysis of MRE presented here is intended to be 
justified by means of MRE itself and is thus regarded as fallible and provisional. It 
is intended as a contribution to the ongoing task of a deeper understanding of MRE.
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