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Reactions & Debate

Non-Convergent Truth

Response to Arnold Burms. “Disagreement, Perspectivism and Consequential-
ism.” Ethical Perspectives 16 (2009): 155-163.

In “Disagreement, Perspectivism and Consequentialism”, Arnold Burms introduces the 
highly intriguing notion of ‘non-convergent truth’. Although the idea has some intuitive 
appeal, I want to press Burms further on its exact meaning and implications. My doubts 
can be categorized under three questions: What is ‘non-convergent truth’ (to my knowl-
edge a concept that has never been used in the literature before)? Granted that moral 
disagreements are conflicts of non-convergent truths, which moral theory is in trouble? 
And finally, is moral disagreement really to be interpreted as a conflict of non-conver-
gent truths? I will unpack these questions a little further, expressing both my interest in 
and my skepsis about ‘non-convergent truth’.

Burms argues convincingly that moral debates are to be divorced from the notion 
of a decision-procedure or the perspective of an Ideal Observer. Testability is intelligi-
ble and applicable in the context of conflicting empirical issues but not in moral debates. 
In examining what follows from this, Burms is careful to avoid the pitfall of relativism. 
He argues that the lack of a decision-procedure that would point out ‘the final truth’ 
about an issue should not dash all our hopes for moral truth. A moral conflict differs 
significantly from a scientific disagreement, but just as much from a disagreement about 
the best ice cream flavour for instance. The latter is an entirely a-rational matter, 
whereas moral problems are the subject of rational discourse, even if no transcendent 
truth is available to decide between opposing views. At the core of Burms’s analysis of 
moral disagreement is a thought that is also central to John McDowell’s response-
dependence theory: the fact that there is no mind-independent, transcendent reality to 
be discovered by an Ideal Observer nor an objective decision procedure to settle the 
disagreement does not exclude the possibility of rational thinking. Burms goes even 
further and emphasizes that the lack of a decision procedure does not exclude the pos-
sibility of reaching truth. One just needs to accept the somewhat awkward notion of 
‘non-convergent truth’.

Burms assures us that non-convergent truth is something we are all familiar  
and comfortable with in contexts outside of morality. He refers to our experience of 
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self-knowledge and of the fact that we can never fully incorporate the images that 
others have of us into one final true representation of who we are. I find this refer-
ence confusing, because the impossibility of taking up a third person perspective 
towards oneself seems different from the impossibility of detaching moral opinions 
from particular perspectives. When Burms writes that “it is impossible for us to incor-
porate their judgment into our own opinion about ourselves” (159) and illustrates this 
with the example that it is wrong to incorporate a compliment, he is talking about a 
moral impossibility. That a pianist cannot incorporate the judgment ‘you are a great 
pianist’ into his or her opinion about him/herself, is only true if the impossibility is 
understood as a moral constraint, not as a logical impossibility. It is simply not true 
that by incorporating the judgment, the pianist would make the judgment false or 
incoherent. Thus logically speaking, it is perfectly possible and conceivable for the 
pianist to incorporate compliments into his or her self-image (believing ‘yes, I am a 
great pianist’ may be immodest but it is not impossible). To incorporate all that is true 
in the views that others have about him or her, the pianist would need more time, 
energy, capacities, resources than he or she possesses. So in practice, indeed, conver-
gence towards a final truth is out of the question, but I suspect that Burms has more 
in mind than this epistemological constraint when he says that we cannot reach the 
final truth about ourselves. He is probably thinking of a logical or conceptual impos-
sibility, but on the basis of the provided analysis of self-knowledge, it is not clear to 
me why we should give up on the notion of ‘convergent truth’, be it unattainable, 
when it comes to our self-image, nor for that matter when it comes to moral issues. 

Let us assume, for the sake of the argument, that in moral disagreements what is 
true in agent A’s judgment does not need to converge with what is true in agent B’s 
judgment. Which moral theory should be abandoned if we accept this analysis? Many 
arguments in meta-ethics derive metaphysical, epistemological or semantic conclusions 
about the nature of moral facts or moral judgments from the empirical observation that 
moral disagreement is widespread and persistent. These so-called ‘arguments from disa-
greement’ are popular and controversial at the same time. It is not clear which conclu-
sion is warranted or which theoretical position is threatened by the existence of moral 
disagreement. Simon Blackburn and Richard Hare believe that moral disagreement 
speaks in favour of non-cognitivism, the view that moral judgments express attitudes 
rather than beliefs (Blackburn 1984; Hare 1952). But Frank Jackson recently argued that 
a cognitivist semantics can explain moral disagreement just as well if it interprets moral 
judgments as reporting (rather than expressing) a subjective attitude (Jackson 2008). 
John Mackie’s argument from relativity is probably the most influential of all the argu-
ments from disagreement. In Ethics. Inventing Right and Wrong he derives an ontological 
claim, namely anti-realism, from the observation that moral disagreements are more 
widespread and harder to solve than scientific disagreements. According to Mackie’s 
error theory, we are all systematically and universally mistaken in believing that there 
are moral facts or properties. But many moral realists, among them David Enoch and 
Peter Railton, have pointed out that the existence of moral disagreement does not tell 
us anything about the ontological status of moral facts (Enoch 2009; Railton 1993). If 
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disagreement were to prove anything, arguably it would be the truth rather than the 
falsity of realism, since disagreement presupposes the existence of stable, external facts 
about which people can disagree. And indeed, it seems badly mistaken, and deceivingly 
simple to conclude from ‘no agreement’ to ‘no objective facts’. What disagreement can 
show at most, is that there is no knowledge of these objective facts, which might just 
as well be explained by pointing out how incredibly complicated the matter is. Sarah 
McGrath is therefore wise to turn Mackie’s ontological argument from disagreement 
into an epistemological one, arguing that as long as moral agent A has no more reason 
to think that moral agent B (with whom he or she disagrees) is in error than he or she 
him/herself is, his or her moral beliefs are controversial and do not amount to knowl-
edge (McGrath 2008). But some critics warn that even epistemological scepticism is not 
warranted by the existence of disagreement as such. Andrew Sneddon, for instance, 
convincingly demonstrates that moral disagreement by itself could be indicative of 
moral scepticism, but equally well of value pluralism, in which case both diverging 
views track a value that is truly there and to that extent amount to knowledge (Sneddon 
2009). In the end, nothing about the ontology, epistemology or semantics of morality 
seems to follow from moral disagreement as such.

Burms does not get involved with meta-ethical discussions. He uses the persis-
tence of moral disagreement as evidence within a debate on first-order normative eth-
ics, the discipline that looks for an answer to the first-order question “Which action is 
morally right (or wrong)?” Burms presents his argument from disagreement as an 
objection against the consequentialist answer to this question. But I suspect that his 
ambitions are broader. His argument affects deontological and contractualist answers to 
the first-order moral question as well, because they too presuppose a final convergent 
truth. Deontologists and contractualists deny that the morally right thing to do is what 
brings about the best consequences, but what they are after, are equally well principles 
and procedures. In the end, I assume, Burms’ target is better described as generalism 
than as consequentialism. Moral generalism denotes a family of views that accord an 
important role to principles in moral theory. The opposite view is called particularism, 
which is, in Jonathan Dancy’s canonical formulation, the view that “the possibility of 
moral thought and judgement does not depend on the provision of a suitable supply of 
moral principles” (2004, 7). An account of a moral principle does not require any spe-
cific normative content. Thus, in questioning moral principles, particularism challenges 
not only the traditional moral theorizing of Mill and Bentham, but also of Plato, Kant, 
Ross, Rawls and many others. Decision procedures are not the privilege of consequen-
tialists. Deontologists, contractualists, and even virtue-ethicists agree to some extent 
that whatever the morally right thing to do may be, it can be captured in general prin-
ciples, and they all look for procedures to solve moral problems. It seems to me that 
none of these generalist theories can accommodate non-convergent truth. The general-
ism-particularism debate concerns the structure of morality. It is not about meta-ethical 
foundations, but nor is it about the normative content of moral principles. Therefore,  
I believe that Burms obscures what his objection is really about by addressing it solely 
to the consequentialists.
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The idea that two opposing moral claims are true, though impossible to reconcile 
in one unifying theory, certainly has some phenomenological appeal. Moral issues are 
often complicated and contain many aspects that invite different reactions. The fact, for 
instance, that many people in today’s society feel sympathy for the opponents as well as 
the defenders of abortion and euthanasia, suggests that there is such a things as non-
convergent truth. Unfortunately, however, the notion of non-convergent truth is hard 
to reconcile with other aspects of our daily moral experiences. When we hear that a 
court in Malawi sentences a gay couple to 14 years in prison “for violating the natural 
order”, our disagreeing does not render it impossible to understand the underlying 
processes and ideas that generated this judgment. But very few people would want to 
go further and maintain that the judgment is true (even in a non-convergent way). I also 
do not think that Burms wants to go this relativist route, but I wonder how he can 
avoid it. How could we have a genuine disagreement with the Malawian judge if moral-
ity is supposed to be about meaning, and meaning is supposed to be undetachable from 
a particular perspective? The idea of ‘non-convergent truth’ entails that opponents are 
tracking different truths. Doesn’t this mean that they are not really disagreeing with one 
another but rather talking past one another? On the one hand, I believe that Burms is 
right to say that “in the context of moral disagreement, it does not make sense to dis-
tinguish moral thinking from a truth that is transcendent to such thinking and might be 
entirely surprising if we discovered it” (156). But, on the other hand, moral disagree-
ment requires that there is some standard, or some truth that, in principle, can be 
shared by all participants of the moral debate. We need truth as a regulative ideal, as 
something that gives meaning to the widespread concern and the will to discuss moral 
problems. This does not mean that we have to re-install some Platonic realm of True 
and Transcendent Ideas. Even if we accept that “[t]here is no independent viewpoint, 
external to our moral thinking, from which the answer to our moral problems would be 
visible” (156), we do not have to give up on reaching a shared, ‘inter-subjective’ truth. 
We just need to substitute a ‘bottom-up’ approach for a ‘top-down’ approach to moral 
truth. Furthermore, even if we accept that there is no fixed decision procedure along 
which moral disagreement can be solved, we do not need to dispose of decidability. 
Philosophical discussion is not procedure-driven either, but does this prohibit decida-
bility? Rational discussions between disagreeing philosophers presuppose some com-
mon ideal, the idea that the participants are after ‘the same thing’ and that they implic-
itly accept the possibility of a decision. Though I do not believe in a transcendent truth 
to be discovered from an impartial viewpoint, I find it hard to make sense of philo-
sophical debates without holding some idea of a truth we can converge on through 
rational discussion. That is what motivates me to write a response to Burms’ article 
after all. I believe this model of rational, truth-driven discussion that can do without the 
idea of a transcendent, final, detached truth is transferrable to the moral domain. But 
perhaps Burms would argue that we should settle for non-convergent truth in philo-
sophical debates as well?

Katrien Schaubroeck 
Institute of Philosophy, K.U.Leuven
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Response to Katrien schauBroeck. “Non-Convergent Truth.” Ethical Perspec-
tives 17 (2010).

I am grateful to Katrien Schaubroeck for her generous and challenging comments on 
my article. She raises important and substantial issues. One of the points I am particu-
larly interested in, is her criticism of my remarks on self-knowledge. She prompts me to 
look for an improved elaboration of what I wanted to say about this topic. However, 
in this brief response I wish to concentrate on something else that seems to be more 
central to her worries about my remarks on non-convergent truth. At the end of her 
paper she states that “we need truth as a regulative ideal”, and she explains this as fol-
lows: “Rational discussions between disagreeing philosophers presuppose some com-
mon ideal, the idea that the participants are after ‘the same thing’ and that they implic-
itly accept the idea of a decision.”

It is not clear to me what is involved in the notion of the truth as a ‘regulative 
ideal’. Either it says too little to be non-trivial or too much to be really plausible. It is 
a trivial fact that we believe in the truth of our assertions. And it is trivially true that 
we believe in the truth of the positions we defend in a serious philosophical discus-
sion. These trivial facts do not amount to an ‘ideal’. The notion of truth as a regulative 
ideal is trivial unless it involves some optimistic expectations. There should be a dif-
ference with respect to philosophical disagreements between those who believe in the 
regulative ideal and those who do not. The former group should expect that rational 
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discussion will result in more agreement than the latter group. But it seems to me that 
there is something completely gratuitous in the assumption that rational discussion 
will eventually result in a consensus that is significantly higher than we have been used 
to. So, I do not see how the regulative ideal could add something to a trivial fact with-
out falling back on some unfounded assumption about cumulative philosophical  
progress.

In the final sentence of her paper, Schaubroeck wonders whether I believe that we 
should settle for non-convergent truth in philosophical debates. I would like to answer 
her question in the affirmative but also to add that there is defeatism implied by this 
answer.

An observation that can be easily made is this: well-known philosophers whose 
work is often discussed and criticized, usually tend to believe that they are misunder-
stood by their critics. They seem to imply that agreement would follow if the misunder-
standings were removed. The assumption is that further clarifications would reveal that 
there was never a genuine disagreement: the seemingly opposed positions would turn 
out to have been about different things. 

In fact, it is very difficult and in some cases also impossible to draw a sharp line 
between genuinely disagreeing about the same thing on the one hand and speaking 
about two different things on the other. Whether one has to deal with the first rather 
than with the second case often seems undecidable. I think that we can understand why 
it is like this.

The specific thesis philosophers defend in some debate will normally be influ-
enced by a large number of other beliefs they explicitly or implicitly hold. Their strong 
conviction that the thesis they are defending is right, is partly determined by philo-
sophical commitments they have gradually acquired. Their thesis stares them in the face 
in the light of many other beliefs they already had. It is very likely that their opponents disagree 
with them because they approach the same thesis from a different background: in the 
light of their other beliefs the thesis seems wrong. So, in a sense they do not speak about 
exactly the same thing. If they are cooperative, both groups may attempt to spell out 
some of their background beliefs and in doing so they may both redefine their own 
positions. The result of this interaction will not necessarily be that they have come 
closer to agreeing with each other. It may also be that their disagreement helps them to 
construct their own different philosophical perspective. They may then continue to 
discuss without knowing exactly whether they genuinely disagree or whether they are 
speaking about something different. Their philosophical perspectives are rivals but it is 
not clear how exactly the tension between them is to be described. 

What I have been saying, amounts, I hope, to a fair sketch of how philosophical 
debates characteristically proceed. Philosophical perspectives interact in a variety of 
ways and through this interaction they are constantly modified and further developed. 

There does not seem to be a good reason for thinking that diverging philosophical 
perspectives should ideally merge into one unified theory. Since we do not live in the 
historical context within which Spinoza worked, we are perhaps not able to share his 
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philosophical perspective. But that does not mean that his philosophy is irrelevant for 
us. It is quite possible that something in his own thought interacts with later philo-
sophical or cultural developments and becomes significant for us in ways Spinoza could 
not have foreseen or would not have understood. The idea that his and our perspective 
might perfectly merge, does not seem to make much sense. Philosophical perspectives 
interact in endless, various and unforeseeable ways. Why should that be something for 
which we should merely ‘settle’ as if it were inferior to the possibility that the philo-
sophical endeavour should aim at some ideal unified theory?

Arnold Burms 
Institute of Philosophy, K.U.Leuven
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