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Abstract: The paper deals with objections to a convergence model of public reason raised 
in Jonathon Quong’s Liberalism Without Perfection. It provides a short account of 
reasons, an overview of convergence and consensus models of public reason and recounts 
Quong’s objections to the convergence model. Having done this the paper critiques 
Quong’s arguments. Over the course of this critique it discusses the difference between 
wide and narrow scope reasons and gives a brief account of arguments as defeaters.  
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 In the last thirty years a view called “public reason liberalism,” originally championed by 

John Rawls (though deeply indebted to the social contract tradition), has begun to gain traction 

with political philosophers (Vallier, 1). Public reason liberalism holds that persons are free and 

equal, and therefore, laws and other coercive political measures must be justifiable to every 

reasonable person. While views like libertarianism or egalitarianism seek to conform government 

to some controversial conception of political justice, public reason liberalism eschews this 

aspiration.  As Gerald Gaus expresses it, “Public reason liberalism sets aside the illiberal dream 

of founding a social and political order on a shared truth about the nature of justice, replacing it 

with the aspiration of finding terms of association on which good-willed and reasonable citizens, 

disagreeing about basic aspects of the good life and the ideally just society, can converge” 

(Range, 1). Of course, as the view has become more popular, disputes about the exact form it 

should take have also become more prevalent.  This paper is about one such dispute: whether to 

accept a consensus or convergence model of public reason.  

In his book Liberalism without Perfection, Jonathan Quong argues that the convergence 

model is unacceptable. In this paper I will critique Quong’s position. I hope to show that 

Quong’s arguments are not sufficient to establish his conclusion. Since this debate boils down to 

a debate over what kinds of reasons can legitimately be used to justify coercive political 

measures, in section one I offer a brief account of reasons. In section two I characterize the 

convergence and consensus models of public reason. In section three I explain Quong’s 

arguments against the convergence model. In sections four through five I offer some arguments 

against Quong’s position. In section six I summarize and conclude the thesis. 
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1. Reasons 

What is a reason? In his book What We Owe Each Other, T.M. Scanlon defines a reason 

as “a consideration that ‘counts in favor of’ something” (Scanlon, 18). This definition seems 

right. While some may think that the notion of a reason requires a more careful definition than 

this relatively simple one, I agree with Scanlon that the notion of a reason is basic. It cannot be 

deeply explicated because we explicate our other notions in terms of it (Scanlon, 17). However, 

definition is not the only way we have of getting acquainted with a notion. In order to clarify the 

idea of a “reason”, let us consider some examples of reasons.  

1. The consideration “execution is murder” counts in favor of the belief “execution is 

wrong.” It is a reason to adopt the belief “execution is wrong.” 

2. The consideration “I seem to see a coffee cup” counts in favor of the belief “I see a 

coffee cup.” It is a reason to adopt the belief “I see a coffee cup.” 

3. The consideration “It’s good to exercise” counts in favor of exercising. It is a reason 

to exercise.  

Now that we have a rough sketch of what a reason is, let me clarify what specific kinds of 

reasons I will be concerned with in this essay. In this essay I concern myself mostly with 

inferential, internal reasons for belief that are themselves beliefs. This requires a bit of 

unpacking. 

 

Inferential. 

Upon considering the examples above, one important feature of reasons becomes readily 

apparent. Reasons are not just certain considerations but rather considerations that play a part in 

inference. “I seem to see a coffee cup” is a reason to believe that I see a coffee cup, because I can 
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infer from “I seem to see a coffee cup” that “I see a coffee cup.” That is, by applying some 

inferential norm to the consideration “I seem to see a coffee cup,” one can arrive at the belief “I 

see a coffee cup.” If one could not infer from “I seem to see a coffee cup” to “I see a coffee cup” 

the former wouldn’t be a reason in favor of adopting the latter (Gaus, 17). While it is a 

contentious matter whether all reasons are inferential in this way, for the purposes of this essay I 

will assume that all, or the vast majority of reasons are (Gaus, 74). 

 

Internal. 

In modern philosophy there are two broad positions concerning the nature of reasons. 

Externalists about reasons hold that you have reasons in favor of X just in case there are reasons 

in favor of X. On this view one has reasons in favor of certain things regardless of what one 

thinks about the matter. As Joseph Raz puts it: “In order to be guided by what is the case a 

person must come to believe that it is the case. Nevertheless it is the fact and not the belief in it 

which should guide him and which is a reason. If p is the case, then the fact that I do not believe 

p does not establish that p is not a reason for me perform some action” (Gaus, 33). In contrast to 

Externalism is a position called Internalism. Internalism holds that an agent only has a reason in 

favor of X if she accepts that reason, if that reason is part of her system of reasons and beliefs. 

On this view, in order for Alf to be justified in holding belief X, it is not enough that there be 

some reason R that counts in favor of X. Alf must also accept R and base his belief in X on R. 

Given the inferential character of reasons we can say that in order for a belief X to be justified to 

Alf by R, Alf must accept R and infer X from R (or at least be able to infer X from R with 

minimal effort). It is this kind of internal reason that I am concerned with in this essay. 
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Reasons for belief. 

Another important fact about reasons we can glean from the examples above is that there 

are two broad categories of reasons, reasons for belief and reasons for action. This distinction is 

relatively self-explanatory: a reason for a belief is a reason to adopt a belief, a reason for action 

is a reason to do some action. Over the course of this thesis I will be concerned almost 

exclusively with the former. Specifically, I will be concerned with reasons to adopt the belief 

that a certain coercive law is just.  

 

Themselves beliefs. 

One interesting modern debate about the nature of reasons is the debate over whether all 

reasons that can play a part in inferential justification are themselves beliefs. This view, the 

“doxastic presupposition,” has one important advantage (Gaus, 28). Many modern 

epistemologists think that the exact nature of the “inference” in inferential justification is causal. 

This means that the reasons in inferential justification cannot be simple propositions. 

Propositions are causally inert. However, this does not rule out reasons being beliefs, as it seems 

clear that beliefs can cause other beliefs (Gaus, 28). This means that beliefs can play a part in 

inferential justification. While this is not a conclusive reason to think that all reasons for belief 

are themselves beliefs, it is a good enough reason for me to consider only reasons that are beliefs 

for the purposes of this paper. Note here that for the purposes of this paper I will refer to a belief 

that constitutes a reason as that reason’s “grounding belief.” 

Before I continue on to characterize the main positions of the debate a few final remarks 

on reasons. Over the course of this debate it will become quite important to have a clear idea of 

when people share a reason and when they do not. I think that the best way to think about sharing 
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reasons is as follows: Two persons share reason R to believe X if they both accept belief R and 

both accept an inferential norm that allows them to infer X from R. Thus, in order for us to share 

a reason it is not enough that we share a certain belief, we must also share a particular rule of 

inference. 

This raises the question though, why isn’t sharing a belief sufficient for us to share a 

reason? If, as I claimed above, reasons to adopt beliefs are themselves beliefs, then doesn’t 

sharing a reason amount to nothing more than sharing a belief? I think not. While it is true that, 

for the purposes of this debate, I am assuming that all reasons for belief are themselves beliefs, 

that does not mean that all one needs for a reason is a belief. Consider this case: Alf has a belief 

R and an inferential norm that allows him to infer X from R. Betty has belief R but lacks an 

inferential norm by which to infer X from R. In this case Alf and Betty share a belief (R) but 

they don’t share a reason to adopt X because, as the case stands, Betty has no reason to adopt X. 

Remember that we have adopted an internal conception of a reason. In order for Betty to have a 

reason to adopt X she must not only accept R but infer X from R. Thus, it looks like in order for 

one to share a reason with someone else one must share the belief grounding the reason as well 

as the necessary inferential norm.  

 

2. Consensus and Convergence. 

With this basic understanding of reasons under our belts we can move on to characterize 

the major positions I will be considering in this paper. Public reason liberalism, as I said earlier, 

is split into two rough camps: those who accept a consensus model of public reason (by far the 

majority position), and those who accept a convergence model of public reason (Vallier, 2). The 

debate between proponents of the consensus model, like Quong, and proponents of the 
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convergence model, like myself, is a debate over what kinds of reasons are appropriate to justify 

coercive political power. While both sides accept something like Kevin Vallier’s Public 

Justification Principle, “A coercive action C is justified if [and] only if each and every member 

of the public P has (a) conclusive reason(s) R to endorse C”, proponents of the two views will 

disagree with each other over the nature of R in the principle (Vallier, 3).  

 

The Consensus Model. 

Proponents of a consensus model hold that in order for a reason to justify coercive action 

it must be a reason shared by all reasonable people. As Vallier expresses it in his paper 

“Convergence and Consensus in Public Reason,” “consensus requires that laws and political 

proposals be accepted by reasons that have some common epistemic property like shareability” 

(Vallier, 3). While there are other, less demanding versions of a consensus model1 I will be 

considering this version of the consensus model because that is the version that Quong accepts 

(Vallier, 4).  

 

The Convergence Model. 

In contrast to a consensus model, a convergence model of public reason does not require 

that we offer each other only shared reasons. On a convergence model of public reason a policy 

X can be justified to Alf on the basis of R1 and justified to Betty on the basis of R2, even though 

Alf does not accept R2 as a valid reason and Betty does not accept R1 as a valid reason. As 

Vallier says “A convergence conception of reasons only requires that individuals accept laws and 

political proposals for their individual reasons” (Vallier, 4). Note though, that while a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
'!For instance, some versions of the consensus model demand that justifying reasons be mutually 
accessible to all reasonable people though not necessarily shared.!
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convergence model of public reason allows convergence reasoning it does not require it. On a 

convergence view of public reason policies may be justified by convergence as well as 

consensus. 

 

3. Quong against Convergence 

In Liberalism without Perfectionism Quong argues that we should reject the 

convergence model of public reason. Quong bases his argument against convergence on 

the premise that our justifications of coercive political power must be sincere. The basic 

idea is this: When I set out to offer a reason to another citizen, I should sincerely desire to 

actually justify that policy to her and not just attempt to get her to agree to it (Quong, 

265). By sincerely trying to justify our proposals to others we “express our respect to 

each other as free and equal citizens” (Quong, 265). However, if I simply try to 

manipulate another into accepting some proposal then I fail to treat that other as free and 

equal. Now, I can get someone else to agree to something by means of trickery or 

rhetoric, but if I want to actually justify a proposal to someone neither of these will do. If 

I want to justify a proposal to someone I have to offer them an argument that I sincerely 

think can justify that proposal to them. Sincerity then, requires that we only offer reasons 

that we think are capable of justifying. 

In light of this fact, Quong accepts three constraints on public reason. Quong says: 

 

Suppose we have a political constituency of only two persons, A and B, and they 

face a choice as to whether or not to endorse proposal X. A Principle of 
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justificatory sincerity (PJS) requires that A may only endorse proposal X if the 

following are true (and vice versa for B): 

1. A reasonably believes he is justified in endorsing X. 

2. A reasonably believes that B is justified in endorsing X. 

Furthermore, following Rawls’s duty of civility, 

3. A may only (in the political domain) offer arguments in favor of X to 

B that he reasonably believes B would be justified in accepting. 

(Quong, 266) 

 

Quong thinks that these constraints together forbid convergence. In order to see why, consider a 

paradigm case of convergence reasoning. 

 Suppose once again that we have a political constituency consisting of only two people, 

Alf and Betty. Suppose that they are deliberating (once again) about whether to endorse proposal 

X. Let’s imagine that Alf has reason R1 to endorse X while Betty has reason R2 to endorse X.  

Let’s further imagine that Alf does not have reason R2 to endorse X and Betty does not have 

reason R1 to endorse X. Quong thinks that in a case like this neither Alf nor Betty can endorse X 

without “running afoul” of the principle of justificatory sincerity (PJS). Why? Because neither 

Alf nor Betty can reasonably believe that the other is justified in endorsing X. While Alf thinks 

that R1 is a good reason for endorsing X, he doesn’t think that R2 is a good reason for endorsing 

X – but Alf knows that R2 is Betty’s only reason for endorsing X.  Therefore he cannot 

consistently believe that Betty is justified in endorsing X. Similarly, Betty can’t endorse X 

because she doesn’t think Alf has a good reason to adopt X. Because of this neither Alf nor Betty 

can endorse X without violating the PJS.  
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 It is useful to note here that the PJS is a principle regulating two different sorts of 

activities. Parts one and two of the principal restrict when we can endorse some policy while part 

three regulates when (in the political domain) we may offer arguments in favor of some policy. 

The problem I mention above is a problem caused by parts one and two of the PJS.  However, 

these are not the only parts of the PJS that cause problems for proponents of convergence. Part 

three, the part regulating political discourse, can also cause problems for convergence theorists. 

Consider another example. 

 Suppose once again that Alf and Betty are deliberating about whether or not to endorse 

some policy X. Suppose that Alf endorses X for reason R1, a reason which, let’s suppose, Betty 

does not share. Alf knows that he can’t offer his reason to Betty in favor of X, but let’s suppose 

that he knows of another reason R2 that Betty would accept as a good reason in favor of X. The 

only hitch is that Alf does not think that R2 is a good reason to adopt X. On a convergence view 

Alf should be able to offer R2 to Betty.  However, the PJS prevents him from doing this. Under 

the PJS, Alf cannot offer R2 to Betty because he does not think that Betty can justifiably accept 

R2 as a reason in favor of X. By stipulation, Alf does not accept R2, he does not think it justified: 

how then could he think R2 is sufficient to justify anything to anyone? Thus, the PJS causes 

problems for convergence theorists both in terms of which policies they may endorse and in 

terms of which reasons they may utilize in political discourse. 

 Before we move on to my critique of Quong’s argument, I must first point out one more 

interesting feature of the PJS. The PJS, as I have already said, specifies both when I may endorse 

a policy and which arguments I may offer others in political discourse. Notice though, that the 

PJS specifies when I may or may not endorse a policy and which arguments I may offer in 

political discourse based on whether or not I believe something. In order to justifiably endorse a 
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policy I must believe that that policy is justified to me and believe that that policy is justified to 

all other reasonable people. In order to offer to some other person an argument I must believe 

that other person to be justified in accepting that reason. Thus, it should not surprise us if, in the 

course of  considering whether or not some person is justified in endorsing some policy or 

offering some argument, it becomes necessary to analyze that person’s beliefs. The PJS is about 

beliefs, and thus beliefs are relevant to the discussion.  

 

4. Wide Scope Reasons and Sincerity 

 One obvious objection to Quong’s argument is that it seems that there are instances 

where I can sincerely believe that some policy is justified to another person by means of a reason 

that I don’t share. Consider this instance: Alf and Betty are the only members of a political 

community, they are deliberating about whether or not to endorse X. Alf has his private reason 

R1 to endorse X and Betty has private reason R2 to endorse X. It looks like even though Alf 

doesn’t accept R2, as long as he can recognize that the inference from R2 to X is a valid one then 

Alf can think that “X is justified to Betty by R2 from her point of view.” That is, Alf can 

recognize that Betty holds different views than he does and that, were he to accept those views, 

he too could accept R2 as a reason for X. 

Quong rightly takes issue with this formulation of the argument: 

 

The difficulty is that A does not (by stipulation) hold the same comprehensive 

beliefs as B: he thinks B’s comprehensive doctrine is unjustified. Thus, the most 

A can believe is that B has impeccably inferred [R2!X] starting with certain 

premises that are themselves unjustified. Even if B’s reasoning is impeccable, 
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because A rejects the premises from which B’s reasoning begins and believes 

those premises to he unjustified, A cannot sincerely believe that B is justified in 

endorsing [X]. (Quong, 268) 

 

I want to suggest though, that this reply misses the real point of the objection by ignoring the 

difference between wide scope and narrow scope reasons. 

 

Wide and Narrow Scope Reasons. 

I want to suggest that Quong falls into the same trap as someone who equates these two 

sentences: 

1 Every bachelor is necessarily unmarried. 

2 Necessarily, every bachelor is unmarried. 

These two sentences look very similar. However, when we look closely at the logic of the two 

sentences it becomes clear that they are actually making radically different claims. When 

stripped down to their logical structure the two statements look like this (where !, !, and "#$%&'#

($')*#+,+%-#.'%/)/0,1#234564#),#%#7%8$'-9*#%/:#;34564#),#+/.%**)':5: 

 1’   "x(Bx#!Ux) 

 2’   !"x(Bx#Ux) 

Seen like this it is perfectly clear that the two statements are making vastly different claims. The 

first claims of any object currently a bachelor that it is necessarily a bachelor, the second claims 

of any object that necessarily, if it is a bachelor then it is unmarried (Sider, 228). The disparity 

between these two statements comes from where the modal operator falls in the formula. In the 

first the modal operator takes narrow scope, that is, there are variables in the formula open with 
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respect to the modal operator, variables that occur to the left of the modal operator. In the second 

the modal operator takes wide scope, that is, there are no open variables with respect to the 

modal operator, i.e. no variables to the left of the modal operator (Sider, 228).  

 I think that Quong is making this very mistake when talking about which beliefs we can 

and can’t attribute to Alf. Consider the belief attributed to Alf by the defender of convergence: 

“From Betty’s point of view X is justified to her by R2” One way to formalize this statement is 

like this: (where B(X)!Betty believes that X and R(X)!Betty has a reason to believe that X) 

 1* B(R2)!R(X) 

This formulation reads: “If Betty believes that R2 then Betty has a reason to believe X.” It looks 

like this formulation is not something that Alf can believe. If Alf thinks that R2 itself is 

unjustified then it’s unclear why he can think that Betty believing R2 implies that she has a 

reason to believe that X. Alf doesn’t think that R2 is justified and therefore he can’t think an 

inference from R2 to X can give someone a reason to believe X.  

 However, I don’t think that 1* is the right formulation. Rather, it seems that the right 

formulation is 2*.  

 2* R(R2!X) 

This formulation reads “Betty has a reason to believe that if R2 then X.” Assuming that X 

actually can be inferred from R2 by means of some inferential norm that Alf and Betty hold in 

common, this is a belief that Alf can hold. If Betty has a norm such that she can 

straightforwardly infer X from R2 and if Alf knows this fact, then Alf can sincerely believe that 

Betty has a reason to endorse “R2!X.” What is this reason? Surely it is the fact that given 

inferential norms that Alf and Betty have in common X can be inferred from R2.  
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 The difference between 1* and 2* is this. The belief expressed by 1* is a belief that Betty 

has a narrow scope reason to adopt X. In other words it is a belief that Betty has a reason to do 

exactly one thing, adopt X. However, the belief expressed by 2* is a belief that Betty has a wide 

scope reason to adopt (R2!X). This is not a reason to do only one thing, rather, it is a reason to 

do one of two possible things. To see why, let’s replace the expression R(R2!X) with an 

identical expression, R(-R2vX). This says “Betty has a reason to either drop R2 or adopt X.” It 

says that Betty has a reason to do one of two things. This is the problem of symmetry.  

 

Symmetry. 

In his paper The Scope of Instrumental Reason, Mark Schroeder gives an example of the 

problem of symmetry. He has us consider two formulations of the intuitively true principle “You 

ought, if you have the end, to take the means” (Schroeder, 338). 

 

Narrow ObjO: If you desire that p, and your doing A is necessary for p, then O(you do A) 

Wide ObjO: O(If you desire that p, and your doing A is necessary for p, then you do A) 

 

Schroeder points out that Narrow has very counterintuitive consequences. He says “If Narrow ObjO 

is true, then from the assumption that you desire to be a successful axe murderer, and that this 

requires swinging an axe through someone’s body, we can conclude that you ought to swing an axe 

through someone’s body” (Schroeder, 339). Many people, Schroeder suggests, would take this as a 

conclusive argument against Narrow. Schroeder is not sure this is the right inference to make. 

  Schroeder thinks that while there are advantages to Narrow, Wide has problems of it’s 

own, chief among them the problem of symmetry. Schroeder puts it this way:  
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Narrow ObjO says that if you desire that p, and your doing A is necessary for p, 

then you ought to do A. But it does not say that if you do not do A, and you desire 

that p, then you ought to make sure that your doing A is not necessary for p. Nor 

does it say that if you do not do A, and your doing A is necessary for p, then you 

ought to not desire that p. Wide ObjO, on the other hand, does posit a symmetry 

between any of these three ways of complying with its requirement. When Ronnie 

finds himself desiring to go dancing, and the party is the only place where there 

will be dancing, Ronnie can satisfy Wide ObjO by going to the party. But he can 

also satisfy it by ceasing to desire to dance. And he can even satisfy it—this is the 

crazy part—by convincing the party-throwers not to have dancing after all. For if 

they cancel the dancing, then going to the party won’t be necessary for dancing. 

(Schroeder, 339) 

 

The problem with wide scope reasons then is that they do not give reasons to take any particular 

action. Rather, they say that one has reason not to inhabit some contradictory state. They say, 

“don’t desire P without doing A,” but they don’t specify whether to escape this irrational state by 

ceasing to desire P or by doing A. Thus there is a symmetry between different ways of escaping 

the irrational state.  

 

Consequences of Symmetry. 

When he believes 2* Alf believes that Betty has a wide scope reason to adopt (R2!X), 

i.e. he thinks that Betty has a reason to either adopt   –R2 or X. For simplicities sake, let’s call the 
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reason Alf believes Betty has to adopt (–R2 or X) reason W. Notice that Alf can offer W to Betty 

in favor of (–R2 or Q) without violating the PJS. Alf can offer W first of all because he 

reasonably believes that Betty would be justified in accepting W. W appeals only to an 

inferential norm, an inferential norm that Betty shares with Alf. Thus, Alf can believe that Betty 

would be justified in accepting W. Alf can also offer W to Betty because W is not (strictly 

speaking) a reason to adopt X and the PJS restricts only reasons offered in favor of the policy in 

question (in this case X). The PJS specifies that “A may only (in the political domain) offer 

arguments in favor of [X] to B that he reasonably believes B would be justified in accepting.” 

But W isn’t a reason to adopt X; rather, it is a reason to adopt (-R2vX). Here symmetry works in 

our favor by allowing Alf to offer W. What advantage does this give the convergence theorist? 

 While offering wide scope reasons doesn’t solve all of the problems the PJS causes for 

convergence defenders, it does solve some of their problems. Notably, it allows them to offer 

reasons in political discourse in a way that is functionally identical to that which would be 

allowed under a convergence model. Under a convergence model if Alf sees that Betty holds R2 

and that X can be inferred from R2 Alf could offer R2 to Betty as a reason to adopt X even if Alf 

didn’t accept R2. However, even subject to the PJS Alf can still offer Betty a wide scope reason 

to endorse (-R2vX). Given that Betty holds (and most likely will continue to hold) R2, offering 

her a wide scope reason to adopt (-R2vX) is functionally equivalent to offering her R2 as a reason 

to endorse X. This means that as long as people offer each other wide scope reasons rather than 

narrow scope reasons, they can continue to deliberate with one another as if they were not 

constrained by the PJS at all, as if we had adopted a convergence and not consensus model of 

public reason.  
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 However, offering one another wide scope reasons won’t solve all a convergence 

theorists problems. While it will help the convergence theorist to deal with the negative effects of 

part 3 of the PJS it won’t help to deal with parts 1 and 2. While Alf can offer Betty wide scope 

reasons in political deliberation, he can’t sincerely believe that a policy is justified to her on the 

basis of wide scope reasons. This is due to symmetry: in order for Alf to believe that Betty is 

justified in adopting X, he has to believe that Betty has a reason to adopt X, but he can’t. All he 

can believe is that Betty has a reason to adopt (-R2vX). If we want a solution to the problem 

caused by the first two parts of the PJS we will need to have recourse to another idea, that of the 

defeater.  

 

5. Defeaters, Public Reason and Sincerity. 

 In order to deal with parts one and two of the PJS I will need to discuss two separate 

issues. First, I will need to discuss the notion of a defeater. Then I will need to discuss why 

Quong supports a consensus view of public reason liberalism.  

 

Rebutting Defeaters and Undermining Defeaters. 

In his book Justificatory Liberalism, Gerald Gaus, drawing on the work of John Pollock, 

sets out an account of defeaters. According to Gaus, in order for my belief in X to be 

inferentially justified it is not enough that I have some reason R1 to support X, for I may also 

have some reason R2 to reject X, and that reason may defeat the inference from R1 to X (Gaus, 

66). For instance: Suppose that Alf is considering whether capital punishment is wrong. Suppose 

that initially he has a reason to think capital punishment is wrong; for example, that killing is 

wrong. Now suppose that on further investigation Alf comes to believe that persons who harm 
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others deserve harm, and from this infers that capital punishment is acceptable. As a result of this 

new reason to support capital punishment Alf endorses capital punishment. According to Gaus, 

what has gone on here is that one of Alf’s reasons in favor of capital punishment has defeated his 

reason against capital punishment. In light of examples like this Gaus endorses this definition of 

a defeating reason: “If R1 is a reason for Alf to believe !, R2 is a defeater for this reason if and 

only if (1) R2 is a reason of Alf’s (2) R2 is logically consistent with R1 and (3) (R1 and R2) is not 

a reason to believe !” (Gaus, 66). 

 Gaus continues his analysis by noting that there are two kinds of defeaters: undermining 

and rebutting defeaters. In the case of Alf deliberating about capital punishment, the defeater is a 

rebutting defeater. That is, the defeater does not simply move Alf from a state of opposing 

capital punishment to a state of being uncertain about the issue.  Rather, it moves Alf to a state 

where he endorses capital punishment. The defeater forces him not only to abandon his current 

view but to endorse the opposite view. Gaus accepts this definition of a rebutting defeater: “If R1 

is a reason for Alf to believe !, R2 is a rebutting defeater for this reason if and only if R2 is a 

defeater (for R1 as a reason for Alf to believe !) and R2 is a reason for Alf to believe – !” (Gaus, 

67). 

 It is important to point out here that Alf’s possession of a rebutting defeater for his 

inference from R1 to ! does not imply that Alf no longer holds the belief R1, nor does it imply 

that he no longer accepts an inferential norm that would allow him to infer ! from R1. All it 

implies is that Alf no longer accepts !, and that he now accepts -! on the basis of his rebutting 

reason R2. As Gaus says, “It is the acceptance of the conclusion to the argument that is rebutted 

not the beliefs on which it is based or the reasoning connecting the grounding beliefs and 

conclusions” (Gaus, 67). This is important because it shows that even if Alf possesses a rebutting 
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defeater for his inference from R1 to ! the elements of that inference, the belief in R1 and the rule 

of inference that allows us to move from R1 to !, stay in Alf’s belief system. As Gaus points out, 

these elements remain in Alf’s belief system and, should his rebutting defeater be itself defeated, 

will once again constitute part of Alf’s justification of ! (Gaus, 67). 

 In addition to rebutting defeaters there are also undermining defeaters. Where a rebutting 

defeater leaves the beliefs and underlying rules of inference from the initial justification intact, 

an undermining defeater invalidates the initial inference, either by questioning the grounding 

belief or by questioning the rule of inference utilized by the initial justification or by pointing out 

that the inference is faulty. Consider an example. Suppose once again that Alf is considering 

whether or not to endorse capital punishment, and suppose that once again he has a reason to 

oppose capital punishment: that killing is wrong. Now suppose that Alf realizes that the belief 

grounding his inference is faulty, and he comes to the belief that killing is not always wrong. 

This is an instance where Alf has an undermining reason to accept capital punishment. Notice 

that this reason undermines the initial inference to the unacceptability of capital punishment by 

undermining the grounding belief. In this instance the elements that constituted the initial 

justification do not all remain in Alf’s belief system; rather he drops the grounding belief from 

his belief system.  

 Finally, Gaus points out that it is possible for defeaters themselves to be defeated. For 

instance, Alf can accept R1 as a reason in favor of X, then, after consideration, accept R2 as a 

rebutting defeater of R1 in favor of –X.  Then, after even further consideration, he can accept R3 

as a rebutting defeater of R2 in favor of X. As a result, Gaus endorses the notion of an ultimately 

undefeated inference: “an inference is ultimately undefeated either if it is simply undefeated or 

if, though defeated at one stage, all the reasons that defeat it are themselves defeated once and 
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for all” (Gaus, 69). An ultimately undefeated inference then is one that, after a series of defeaters 

end counter defeaters, emerges as vindicated. With this basic understanding of defeaters, both 

undermining and rebutting, we can move to the next component: a basic understanding of 

Quong’s positive argument in favor of consensus.  

 

Quong and Consensus. 

Quong supports shared reasons, fundamentally, because he is a Rawlsian. As a Rawlsian 

he thinks that all reasonable people share certain views. He says:  

Reasonable citizens, according to Rawls, are those citizens who accept two 

important ideas. First, they accept that political society is a fair system of social 

cooperation for mutual benefit between free and equal people. Second, they 

accept the burdens of judgment, and the fact of reasonable pluralism that arises as 

a result of the burdens of judgment. (Quong, 37-8) 

As people who think that society is a “fair system of social cooperation” reasonable people 

accept an idea of reciprocity (Quong, 38). That is, reasonable people want to cooperate with 

others on terms that all can accept. Quong takes this to mean that reasonable people think that 

principles of justice should be justifiable to all. Moreover, as people who “recognize the burdens 

of judgment,” Quong thinks that reasonable people will not refer to their private religious or 

moral doctrines in order to justify principles of justice to one another.  

 This raises the question though: if persons want to justify principles of justice to one 

another, yet don’t have recourse to their own personal views in order to do so, then what will 

they use to justify said principles? Rawls argues (and Quong agrees) that reasonable people will 

justify their principles of justice to one another in terms of a political conception of justice. A 
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political conception of justice is a conception of justice based on shared political values, values 

that we all agree on and that are drawn from our “shared political culture” (Rawls, 133). As 

Quong says: “The political conception of justice provides principles (including basic rights and 

liberties) that are free standing in the sense they can be presented and defended without reference 

to any particular conception of the good or other values over which reasonable people disagree” 

(Quong, 40). 

 For Quong then, these “political conceptions of justice” form part of the content of public 

reason. He says: 

 

Rawlsian public reason has two parts. First there are the substantive principles 

provided by the political conception of justice, or the family of liberal 

conceptions…these principles are meant to provide citizens and public officials 

with reasons they can appeal to when deliberating and voting on political 

matters…Second, there are the commonly accepted methods of inquiry and rules 

of reasoning…which any public justification must adhere to. (Quong, 259) 

 

This, then, explains why Quong is committed to a consensus model of public reason. Quong 

thinks that reasonable people will only have recourse to their political conceptions of justice, i.e. 

to shared beliefs and to their “commonly accepted rules of reasoning,” i.e. to shared inferential 

norms in order to justify policies to one another. By the definition of a shared reason we gave in 

the beginning of the paper, this means that any reason that one reasonable person offers to 

another reasonable person will necessarily be shared by that other reasonable person. This raises 

a troubling question though: if reasonable persons share all their beliefs (or at least all their 
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beliefs that they consider relevant to political justification), then why isn’t public reason unitary? 

If a commitment to public reason means that we only can draw on a single set of shared beliefs 

and a single set of inferential norms in our justification, then doesn’t public reason presume that 

there is only one acceptable perspective from which to reason? 

It is important to note here that in insisting that justifications be given in terms of shared 

reasons, Quong is not requiring that we all justify a policy to one another in terms of the very 

same reason. On Quong’s view ,-!.--/!.01!233!425-!14-!5-67!829-!6-280.8!:06!-./068;.<!=06!

6->-?1;.<@!2!A03;?7B!28!30.<!28!,-!0::-6!0C6!>C81;:;?21;0.8!0:!14-!A03;1;?23!06/-6!;.!1-698!0:!

8426-/!6-280.8. Thus Quong does not accept a strong consensus view; rather, he is defending a 

weak consensus view. According to Quong, “Each citizen must appeal only to considerations 

they sincerely believe other reasonable citizens can endorse, but different citizens may still 

endorse the same decision (or different decisions) for different reasons” (Quong, 263). He gives 

an example saying:  

 

There seems nothing obviously problematic, for example, in a case where one 

citizen supports a law prohibiting prayer in public schools on the grounds that 

allowing it would be a violation of an individual’s freedom of religious 

expression, while another citizen reaches the same conclusion by claiming such a 

law will effectively violate the states commitment to establish fair equality of 

opportunity for all citizens, religious and non-religious alike. (Quong, 262) 

 

Thus, Quong is not arguing for a single, unified public perspective but rather a set of public 

perspectives. He is committed to there being a chance for different people to endorse a law for 
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different reasons. However, as I will argue in the next section, I don’t think he can hold onto a 

non-unitary view of public reason while also accepting parts 1 and 2 of the PJS. 

 

Shared Reasons and Defeaters. 

 Imagine this situation. Imagine that Alf and Betty are the only two members of a political 

community. They are deliberating about whether or not to endorse some policy X. They are both 

good, reasonable people, so they are only considering shared, public reasons. Suppose that Alf 

has been considering this question for much longer than Betty has. By now Alf has already 

switched his opinion about X many times. Each time he finds a reason to change his view he sees 

another reason to change his view back. Thus, Alf has a long chain of reasons, rebutting reasons, 

counter rebutting reasons, and so on. Eventually, he comes out in favor of X. Now suppose that 

Betty has just started to consider the issue and has only gone a few steps down the path that Alf 

has already traversed. So Betty has reason R1 to support X while Alf has reason R20 to support X.  

 In this instance can Alf think that X is justified to Betty by means of R1? I would argue 

not. Remember, Alf once adopted X on the basis of R1, but, after holding X on the basis of R1 he 

then discovered R2 and, more importantly, discovered that (R1 & R2) is a reason to reject X. 

Given this, how can Alf think that X is justified to Betty at all? He cannot think that X is justified 

to Betty by means of his reasoning. Betty has not investigated to the level that Alf has yet, Alf 

has no way of knowing if Betty would accept his appraisal of the situation. And, as we have said, 

he cannot think that X is justified to Betty on the basis of R1 because he knows that there is a 

defeater for the inference from R1 to X. Thus, it looks like Alf cannot reasonably believe that X 

is justified to Betty and, if he cannot do this, then he cannot endorse X.  
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 Note that in the example I just gave, Alf shares Betty’s reason to endorse X. By 

stipulation all the reasons Alf and Betty consider are reasons based on shared beliefs and inferred 

using shared inferential norms. And as we noted earlier, even when one has a rebutting defeater 

for some inference the constituent parts of that inference stay in the persons belief system, so 

even though Alf has a defeater for the inference from R1 to X the grounding belief and rule of 

inference necessary for that inference remain in Alph’s belief system. This tells us that it is 

possible for the PJS to forbid us from endorsing a proposal that we know all reasonable people 

have shared reasons to endorse. However, that is not all that it shows. 

 This example shows that when people are deliberating together about some proposal, it is 

often impossible for people who have spent longer deliberating to reasonably believe that the 

proposal in question is justified to those who have spent a shorter time deliberating. In fact, it 

shows that it is often impossible for a person who has deliberated to some degree to consider 

anyone who has deliberated to any lesser degree to be justified in endorsing a policy. Consider a 

permutation of our original example. Suppose that once again Alf and Betty are deliberating 

about whether or not to accept X. Now however, suppose that while Alf has gone 20 reasons and 

defeaters deep into deliberation, Betty has gone only 18 deep into deliberation. Thus, while Alf 

has reason R20 to endorse X, Betty has reason R18 to endorse X. In this instance Betty has done 

almost as much deliberation as Alf; however Alf still can’t endorse X because he still can’t 

reasonably believe that Betty is justified in accepting X. Alf remembers endorsing X for reason 

R18 and he remembers that he stopped endorsing X for that reason when he realized that (R18 & 

R19) are a reason to reject X.  

 This is not just counterintuitive, it is threatening to Quong’s position. Remember that 

Quong is committed to the possibility of some people endorsing a policy for one reason and 
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others endorsing a policy for another reason. However, the examples we’ve been considering 

make it look like the more people deliberate about an issue, the less they are able to believe that a 

proposal is justified to others for any reasons beside their own. It makes it look like the more 

people deliberate about some policy, the less those people are able to accept others’ reasons in 

favor of that policy as valid.  

 Not only is this bad for those who are committed to a plural and not a unitary public 

reason, it also produces the perverse result that sometimes more deliberation can destroy public 

justification rather than creating it. This in turn produces an even more perverse result. Assume 

for the sake of argument that we have a duty to strive for a justifiable political order that all can 

endorse. Now assume that we have been right in our reasoning so far and that often, deliberating 

deeply about an issue can destroy ones ability to endorse a proposal (and still conform to the 

PJS). If we assume these two things then we are left with the perverse duty to prevent people 

from deliberating too much in order to maintain the ability of all to endorse our political order. 

These negative consequences which result from the consistent application of the PJS are a very 

good reason to doubt the correctness of our formulation of the PJS. They show that a consistent 

application of the PJS is inconsistent with even Quong’s relatively strict version of public reason.  

 

Conclusion. 

 Over the course of this thesis we have seen that a consistent application of the PJS will: 1. 

not prevent people from offering one another convergence based reasons to support political 

proposals, and 2. push public reason from a pluralistic perspective into unitary perspective. 

While there is clearly need for a sincerity constraint of some kind, the PJS is not that constraint, 
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and therefore cannot be used to argue against convergence models of public reason as Quong 

intends. Thus Quong’s arguments fail to show what he thinks they show. 
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