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What is Good Reasoning?
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University of Southampton

What makes the difference between good and bad reasoning? In this paper we defend a novel account of
good reasoning—both theoretical and practical—according to which it preserves fittingness or correctness:
good reasoning is reasoning which is such as to take you from fitting attitudes to further fitting attitudes,
other things equal. This account, we argue, is preferable to two others that feature in the recent literature.
The first, which has been made prominent by John Broome, holds that the standards of good reasoning
derive from rational requirements. The second holds that these standards derive from reasons. We argue
that these accounts face serious difficulties in correctly distinguishing good from bad reasoning, and in
explaining what’s worthwhile about good reasoning. We then propose our alternative account and argue
that it performs better on these counts. In the final section, we develop certain elements of the account in
response to some possible objections.

Suppose that you are wondering whether the match will go ahead today. You look out
the window, see that it’s sunny, and reason as follows:

It’s sunny
If it’s sunny, the match will go ahead
So, the match will go ahead.

Here you begin with two beliefs, and reason to a further belief. The argument expresses
your reasoning. The first two sentences express beliefs that you reason from, the third
sentence expresses the belief you reason to.

This is a paradigmatic example of theoretical reasoning—reasoning towards belief.
There is also practical reasoning—reasoning towards intention or, perhaps, action. For
instance, you might reason:

I shall go to the match
In order to go to the match, I must catch the 37 bus
So, I shall catch the 37 bus.

Here you begin with an intention and a belief and reason to a further intention. Again,
the argument expresses the reasoning—the first two sentences express the intention and
belief you reason from, the third sentence expresses the intention you reason to.

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits
use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

WHAT IS GOOD REASONING? 153

Philosophy and
Phenomenological Research

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


The reasoning in both these cases is good. But not all reasoning is good. For instance,
the reasoning you might express by saying ‘the coin came up heads last time, so, it will
come up tails next time’ is bad reasoning.

What makes the difference between good and bad reasoning? This is an important
question. For instance, the quality of one’s reasoning makes a difference to whether one’s
beliefs and intentions are well-grounded, and thereby to further important statuses, such
as whether one’s beliefs count as knowledge, or whether one’s intentions deserve credit.
Good reasoning is plausibly also connected in important ways to reasons (Setiya 2014,
Way forthcoming 1), and thus to what we ought to think and do, and whatever else rea-
sons bear on. The answer to the question of what makes for good reasoning will thus
have implications for these further central topics in ethics and epistemology.

Why suppose there is a unified answer to the question of what makes for good reason-
ing—an answer that applies to both practical and theoretical reasoning? Well, despite
their differences, practical and theoretical reasoning are two species of the same kind of
thing: reasoning. It would be surprising if there were nothing in common, at any level,
between what makes for reasoning’s being good in the two cases. This seems enough to
defeasibly justify the search for a unified account. If a promising one can be found, that
will provide further evidence for the unity of good reasoning.

In the recent literature, there have been two main suggestions as to what makes for
good reasoning.1 The first, which has been made prominent by John Broome, holds that
the standards of good reasoning derive from rational requirements. As a rough first pass,
good reasoning is reasoning which leads you to be rational. The second, suggested in
passing by several authors but rarely developed in detail, holds that the standards of good
reasoning derive from reasons. As a rough first pass, good reasoning is reasoning which
leads you to do what there is reason to do. The aim of this paper is to argue against these
accounts and propose an alternative. As a rough first pass, we suggest that good reason-
ing preserves fittingness or correctness: good reasoning is reasoning which is such as to
take you from fitting attitudes to further fitting attitudes.

1. Preliminaries

In this section we make some preliminary points which will serve both to further clarify
our question and to establish some desiderata for answers to it. We begin with some fur-
ther points about reasoning.

Reasoning, we have seen, is a kind of transition between attitudes and perhaps other
responses. In our paradigm cases, you move from a set of attitudes to a further attitude.
We call the attitudes you begin with the premise-responses of your reasoning. The atti-
tude you reason to is the conclusion-response.

Reasoning does not always lead to new attitudes. Sometimes reasoning leads you to
reaffirm or to drop an attitude. However, to keep things manageable, we will focus on
reasoning which leads to new attitudes. We will also focus only on reasoning to and
from beliefs and intentions, leaving consideration of reasoning involving, for example,
desires or suppositions for another occasion.

1 There are other accounts that we lack the space to discuss here. Harman (1999) thinks that good reasoning
increases the explanatory coherence of your attitudes. Boghossian (2008: chs. 11 and 12) and Enoch and
Schechter (2008) give accounts of good theoretical reasoning which might be extended to good reasoning
in general.
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Reasoning is connected to basing and to agent’s reasons—the considerations in light
of which an agent responds. If you reason from some premise-responses to a conclusion-
response, then, at least other things equal, you come to base the conclusion-response on
the premise-responses. The contents of the beliefs from which you reason are reasons for
which you respond. For instance, if you reason from an intention to drink gin and a
belief that there is gin in your glass to an intention to take a sip, then a reason for which
you intend to take a sip—a consideration in light of which you form this intention—is
that there is gin in your glass. We assume that, because of these connections, there will
also be close connections between good reasoning and good basing. Some such connec-
tions will come up in what follows.

We now turn to further clarifications of our notion of good reasoning.
First, when we ask what is good reasoning, we want an account of what, in general,

makes reasoning good, when it is. That is, we want a statement of the standard for good
reasoning. Specifying this standard may not be the same as giving a metaphysical analy-
sis of good reasoning. For, plausibly, being good reasoning is being good as reasoning.
A metaphysical analysis of good reasoning should thus draw on a general account of
attributive goodness (goodness qua thing of a certain kind). But we should be able to
specify the standard for good reasoning while remaining neutral on the analysis of
attributive goodness. (Compare: we can say what makes for good cars while remaining
neutral on the analysis of attributive goodness.)

Second, in the sense we intend, good reasoning can have bad starting points: it can
begin from mistaken or unjustified attitudes. Consider Bernard Williams’s (1979) famous
example in which you intend to drink gin and believe that there is gin in your glass. It is
good reasoning to move from these attitudes to intending to take a sip from your glass
even if in fact there is petrol in your glass, and even if you ought not to be drinking gin.
To say that some reasoning is good, in our sense, is to say something about the transi-
tion between attitudes, rather than something about the attitudes you begin from.

Third, it is natural to suppose that good reasoning falls into patterns and that those pat-
terns explain why their instances are good. For example, it is plausible that the pieces of
reasoning we began with are good because they exemplify the modus ponens and means-
end patterns respectively. We can represent these patterns schematically as follows:

Belief that p, Belief that if p, q > Belief that q
Intention to E, Belief that in order to E, you must M > Intention to M

Given these assumptions, we can investigate what makes for good reasoning by focusing
on what makes for a good pattern of reasoning.2 The accounts we consider below should
be understood accordingly, as specifying conditions on good patterns of reasoning, rather
than on instances.

Fourth, to say that it is good reasoning to move from some premise-responses to a
conclusion-response is not by itself to say anything about whether any token piece of rea-
soning was done well or, as we shall say, competently. This is an analogue of a familiar
point. Doing what is in fact the right thing does not ensure that you have acted well—for

2 While we accept these assumptions, they are not trivial. Moral particularists (e.g. Dancy 2004), would deny
that there are any, or many, good patterns of reasoning. However, we cannot engage with particularist argu-
ments here. We note a point where the assumption is dialectically significant below (n. 13). For defence of
the claim that good reasoning falls into patterns see Pollock (1987), Boghossian (2008: ch. 5).
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instance, if you have done the right thing for the wrong reasons. Believing what there is
justification to believe does not ensure that you believe justifiedly—for instance, if your
belief is not based on the justification.3 Similarly, reasoning in a way that accords with a
good pattern of reasoning does not guarantee that you have reasoned competently. For
instance, the example with which we began accords with the modus ponens pattern. But
suppose that in carrying out this reasoning you are guided not by the modus ponens pat-
tern but by the modus profusus pattern (Turri 2010):

Belief that p, Belief that q > Belief that r

In that case, although your reasoning accords with a good pattern, you would not be reason-
ing competently. At the least, competent reasoning requires that you follow a good pattern.

It is notoriously difficult to say what it is to follow a pattern (or ‘rule’) of reasoning.
We will not consider this question here, but we shall assume that the notion is in good
order. And our focus will be on what makes for good patterns of reasoning, not what
makes for competent reasoning.

A final important point is that good reasoning can be defeasible. It can be good rea-
soning to move from some premise-responses to a conclusion-response even if it is not
good reasoning to make that move given some further premise-responses. For instance, it
might be good reasoning to move from the belief that someone said that the store is open
to the belief that the store is open, even if it is not good reasoning to make this move
given the further belief that the person who said this is a liar. And it might be good rea-
soning to move from the belief that you promised to meet your friend to an intention to
do so, even if it is not good reasoning to make this move given the further belief that by
meeting your friend, you will leave someone to die.4

2. The Rational Requirements View

According to the rational requirements view, standards of good reasoning derive from
rational requirements. This view has been made prominent by groundbreaking work by
John Broome. And the view has significant initial appeal. Consider the following plausi-
ble rational requirements:

(Modus Ponens Requirement)
Rationality requires of you that [if you believe that p and believe that if p then q, you
believe that q].

(Means-End Requirement)
Rationality requires of you that [if you intend to E and believe that M-ing is necessary for
E-ing, you intend to M].

3 In the jargon, believing what there is propositional justification for does not ensure doxastic justification.
For the need for a distinction of this sort in the case of reasoning, see also Jenkins (2014).

4 On this way of formulating it, ‘good reasoning’ applies to: making this move given the defeating belief
(Way forthcoming 1). Considered on its own, the move from the belief that you promised to the intention
is still good reasoning, in the sense that it instantiates a good pattern.
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(Enkrasia)
Rationality requires of you that [if you believe that you ought to F, you intend to F].5

Each of these requirements corresponds to a clear case of good reasoning. The first two
correspond to the modus ponens and means-end patterns. The third corresponds to the
enkratic pattern:

Belief that you ought to F > Intention to F

It is therefore a natural hypothesis that these good patterns of reasoning hold because of
the corresponding rational requirements. More generally, we might think that what makes
a pattern of reasoning good is that it can bring you to satisfy a rational requirement
(Broome 1999).

Despite this appeal, we think the rational requirements view is unsatisfactory. We take
it to face three serious challenges.

First, there is the symmetry problem. Rational requirements are symmetrical in that
they do not discriminate between ways in which they might be satisfied. For instance,
you satisfy Enkrasia if either you believe that you ought to F and intend to F or you do
not believe that you ought to F. But standards of good reasoning are asymmetrical. Not
all reasoning which would lead you to satisfy a rational requirement is good reasoning.
For instance, suppose that you reason ‘I am not going to F, so it is okay not to F’. This
reasoning brings you to believe that it is okay not to F, which, all going well, will bring
you to not believe that you ought to F, and so satisfy Enkrasia. That does not make it
good reasoning (cf. Schroeder 2004, Kolodny 2005).

This observation undermines the simple version of the rational requirements view sug-
gested above. Partly in recognition of this point, Broome’s more recent work develops
the rational requirements view in a different way. Broome’s view is now that standards
of good reasoning derive from basing permissions. A basing permission is a permission
of rationality to base certain attitudes on other attitudes. Broome suggests that reasoning is
good just in case it follows a basing permission (2013: 247). So, for example, rationality
permits you to base an intention to F on a belief that you ought to F (290), and that is
why it is good reasoning to move from the belief that you ought to F to intending
to F.

This is still a version of the rational requirements view. For, while the standards for
good reasoning derive most immediately from basing permissions, Broome proposes that
basing permissions derive from rational requirements. As he says of good instrumental
reasoning, ‘it is correct to reason according to the permission just because this is a way
to satisfy the requirement’ (2013: 258).

However, this approach merely relocates the symmetry problem. Just as not all reason-
ing leading to the satisfaction of a rational requirement is good reasoning, not all basing
that satisfies such requirements is permitted. For instance, it is not rationally permissible
to base the lack of a belief that you ought to F on the lack of an intention to F. Broome
calls this a ‘basing prohibition’ (2013: 140–1). But without an account of where these

5 Cf. Broome (2013). These requirements are stated roughly. The details are controversial and won’t matter
for the points we want to make.
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prohibitions come from, the symmetry problem remains. What’s more, it seems clear that
these prohibitions can’t derive from rational requirements such as Enkrasia. After all, if
you drop your belief that you ought to F on the basis of not intending to F, you do not
thereby violate Enkrasia. You come to satisfy it.6

The second problem for the rational requirements view is that it does not accommo-
date the defeasibility of good reasoning. It is good reasoning to move from the belief that
someone said that p to the belief that p, and from the belief that you promised to F to an
intention to F.7 But there is no rational requirement to [believe that p, if you believe that
someone said that p] or to [intend to F, if you believe that you promised to F]. For
instance, it is possible to be rational while believing that someone said that p without
believing that p—after all, you might also believe that the person who said that p is a
liar. So the rational requirements view does not explain how there can be good but defea-
sible reasoning.

This problem turns on Broome’s assumption that if you violate a rational requirement,
you are thereby irrational. One option for the rational requirements view would be to
give up this assumption and so make room for pro tanto rational requirements. However,
this assumption is an important part of Broome’s overall approach. For one thing, it is
needed for Broome’s account of the property of rationality in terms of rational require-
ments (2013: 117–8). More centrally still, it underpins Broome’s methodology of testing
putative rational requirements by considering whether it is possible to be rational while
violating them—see esp. (2013: chs. 9 and 10). Finally, the idea that good defeasible rea-
soning might turn on pro tanto rational requirements moves us away from Broome’s
guiding idea that rationality is a matter of coherence. Not all failures to engage in good
but defeasible reasoning seem like failures of coherence. So, while it would be interesting
to see how the idea that there are pro tanto rational requirements might be developed, it
is not straightforward for those sympathetic to Broome’s general approach to allow this
idea.

A different option, which does not require giving up Broome’s assumption, is to say
that good defeasible reasoning corresponds to (overall) rational requirements which men-
tion ‘defeating attitudes’. For instance, perhaps there is a rational requirement to [believe
p, if you believe that someone said that p and lack any defeating belief]. The challenge
for this approach is to say what a defeating attitude is. On the face of it, a defeating atti-
tude for a piece of reasoning is just one such that it is not good reasoning to make that
move given that attitude. But this would make the approach look circular. To avoid this,
one might suggest that a defeating attitude is one in the presence of which something that
would otherwise be rationally required is not so. But this seems too strong. For instance,
reasoning from an intention to E to a means M you believe sufficient for E looks like
good but defeasible reasoning. But suppose you also believe that M0 is a sufficient, and
no worse, means to E. In that case, you need not be irrational if you fail to intend to
M—you might instead intend to M0. But it is still good reasoning to move to an intention

6 One might hold that good reasoning is a matter of conforming to basing permissions of rationality, but
reject Broome’s further claim that these permissions derive from rational requirements. This would avoid
the symmetry problem. But it would not be a satisfactory account of good reasoning. Since basing and
reasoning are closely related, it is near trivial to say that reasoning is good when it is permitted by
standards of basing.

7 Broome may not accept these examples. However, the worry here also arises for cases of defeasible good
reasoning which Broome does accept, such as inductive and abductive reasoning (2013: 191).
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to M—this reasoning is not defeated. Variants on this example also undermine the sug-
gestion that defeating attitudes are those which correspond to defeating reasons. Reason-
ing from an intention to E to an intention to M could be defeated by a belief that there is
a clearly better means to E, or by an intention to do something incompatible with M-ing.
But these attitudes need not correspond to reasons not to intend to M.8

So the rational requirements view cannot easily accommodate defeasible reasoning. It
also faces a third problem. We take theories of good reasoning to have implications con-
cerning the point or aim of reasoning. The thought here is that we should expect theories
of good reasoning to help explain why reasoning is worth going in for, or at least makes
sense to go in for, when forming and revising your attitudes. If we take theories of good
reasoning to tell us what the point or aim of reasoning is, they help to make clear what
reasoning can help us achieve, and thus why it is worth going in for.9

Given the rational requirements view, the point of reasoning is satisfying rational
requirements. We find this claim implausible. Rational requirements tell you to have atti-
tudes which fit together coherently (see e.g. Broome 2013: 152). As Broome and others
have persuasively argued, though, there may be no reason to be rational in this sense.
Satisfying rational requirements need not be a means to anything else there is reason to
do (2013: sec. 11.3). Nor does satisfying rational requirements seem worthwhile for its
own sake. Psychic tidiness is not a final value (Kolodny 2007: 251).10

So if the point of reasoning is to satisfy rational requirements, reasoning seems like a
fairly worthless activity. Why go in for this activity which, even when it is going well,
can only be relied on to ensure you meet some requirements which are not worth
satisfying?11

Overall then, the rational requirements faces three serious problems. While each is
worthy of further discussion, they also seem serious enough to lead us to consider
alternatives.

3. The Reasons View

According to the reasons view, standards of good reasoning derive from reasons.
Roughly, the idea is that good reasoning is reasoning which takes you to responses for
which there are reasons. This is an attractive idea. As noted, in reasoning we form and
revise attitudes for reasons—in light of certain considerations. It is therefore natural to
suppose that reasoning goes well when it leads us to form and revise attitudes for good
reasons.12 Furthermore, the reasons view seems to easily allow for defeasible reasoning.
If someone said that p, that is a defeasible reason to think that p. The view thus allows

8 Note that a better means to some end might not be a means one has better reason to take.
9 For further defence of the connection between good reasoning and the point of reasoning, see McHugh

and Way (ms 1).
10 It might be replied that there are related goals which are worth aiming at for their own sake—perhaps

integrity, or authenticity. However, even if this is true, satisfying rational requirements of coherence falls
a long way short of achieving these goals.

11 In fact, Broome believes that there is always some reason to satisfy rational requirements (2013: 204).
However, as Broome admits, he has no argument for this claim. Furthermore, even if true, this claim is
not enough to meet the worry. For the claim that there is some reason to F is a very weak one
(cf. Schroeder 2007 and §3 below). An activity which, even when going well, ensures only that you end
up doing something there is some reason to do still does not seem especially worth going in for.

12 If you like: reasoning goes well when it ensures that our motivating reasons are normative reasons.
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that it is good but defeasible reasoning to move from the belief that someone said that p
to the belief that p. The view also avoids the symmetry problem for the rational require-
ments view. For instance, since the fact that you’re not going to F is not by itself a rea-
son to believe that it’s okay not to F, the view does not imply that ‘I am not going to F,
so it’s okay not to F’ is good reasoning. Finally, the view also fits well with the recently
popular ‘reasons-first’ approach to normativity. On this approach, all normative and eval-
uative properties are to be understood in terms of reasons (e.g. Scanlon 1998, Schroeder
2007, Skorupski 2010, Parfit 2011). Those sympathetic to this approach will be sympa-
thetic to understanding good reasoning in terms of reasons.13

While several philosophers have made remarks which suggest sympathy for the rea-
sons view, it is hard to find any detailed defence of it.14 So we will just start with what
seems the most natural formulation of the view, and proceed by working through some
problems for it, and seeing how it might be developed to avoid these problems. We will
not argue that these problems are decisive. But we will argue that solving them requires
the reasons view to take on controversial commitments. While we take this to be a seri-
ous disadvantage, others might be happy to take these commitments on. Such readers can
take our discussion as showing what the best version of the reasons view must look like.

Here is a first version of the view:

(RV1) The move from P1. . .Pn to C is a good pattern of reasoning iff, and because,
the contents of the beliefs in P1. . .Pn are reasons for C.

RV1 has the attractions of the reasons view noted above. But it faces the problem of bad
starting points. For an example of this problem, consider that while reasons are facts,
good reasoning can begin from false beliefs. Consider again Williams’s example in
which you intend to drink gin and falsely believe that there is gin in your glass. It is
good reasoning to move from these attitudes to an intention to drink from your glass.
But the consideration that there is gin in your glass is not a reason to intend to take a sip
from your glass, since it is not a fact.

A reply to this version of the problem is available. It is common to distinguish
between objective reasons and subjective or apparent reasons. Objective reasons are facts
which count in favour of (or against) some response. Subjective or apparent reasons are
considerations which bear on the rationality of some response and which it is rational to
treat as objective reasons.15 In Williams’s case, the consideration that there is gin in your
glass is not an objective reason to intend to take a sip but it might be a subjective reason.
So perhaps RV1 should be understood to refer to subjective reasons, rather than objective
ones. If so, Williams’s case is not a counter-example.

This reply does not solve the underlying problem. Good reasoning can begin from
irrational attitudes. But good reasoning from irrational attitudes need not lead you to do

13 Two further potential attractions of the reasons view are worth noting. First, it generalises straightfor-
wardly to reasoning which concludes in dropping an attitude. Second, it allows for the possibility of good
reasoning without good patterns of reasoning. As noted in §1, we are putting these issues aside here.

14 Those who seem sympathetic include Dancy (2014), Grice (2001), Horty (2012), Pollock (1987).
15 A common view is that subjective reasons are considerations which would be objective reasons if true

(e.g. Parfit 2011, Schroeder 2007). This view faces a host of problems (Sylvan forthcoming, Way 2012,
Whiting 2014, Vogelstein 2012). Rather than relying on this or an alternative theory, we will instead rely
on the roles of subjective reasons identified in the text.
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what there is subjective reason to do. For instance, suppose you irrationally believe that
your plane will crash, despite being aware of all the evidence that flying is safe. It is not
rational to treat the consideration that your plane will crash as an objective reason, so this
consideration is not a subjective reason. But ‘my plane will crash, so I won’t board’ is
still good reasoning. Or suppose that you have some irrational intention—say, out of
curiosity you intend to set yourself on fire. It is good reasoning to move from this inten-
tion to an intention for what you take to be the necessary means to setting yourself on
fire—say, dousing yourself in petrol. But it is not rational to treat the consideration that
dousing yourself in petrol is a necessary means to setting yourself on fire as a reason to
douse yourself in petrol. So again, good reasoning need not lead you to do what there is
subjective reason to do.16

RV1 is thus unsatisfactory. But there is an alternative way to develop the reasons
view. Even if we allow that good reasoning need not lead you to attitudes for which
there are reasons, objective or subjective, we might think that under favourable condi-
tions good reasoning will lead you to attitudes for which there are reasons. A straightfor-
ward way to spell out this thought is to say that good reasoning is reason-preserving: if
it begins from responses for which there is sufficient reason, it leads to a response for
which there is a reason.17,18 So consider:

(RV2) The move from P1. . .Pn to C is a good pattern of reasoning iff, and because,
if there is sufficient reason for P1. . .Pn, then the contents of the beliefs in
P1. . .Pn are reasons for C.

This view helps with some versions of the problem of bad starting points. For instance,
if there is sufficient reason to intend to set fire to yourself, then the fact that dousing

16 These counterexamples assume that rationality is not merely a matter of coherence. Since those who dis-
tinguish objective and subjective reasons also make this assumption, this does not beg any questions.
Nonetheless, some readers may feel inclined to resist our verdicts on the examples and insist that it is
rational to, e.g. treat means to irrational ends as reasons. One way to defend this claim is to note that
something is going right if you decide to take such means. However, this is more directly and plausibly
accounted for by observing that you’re engaging in good reasoning than by saying that this decision is
rational. For what seems to be going right here is just the transition between attitudes, rather than the atti-
tude you end up with. Another way to defend this claim is to appeal to a distinction between local and
global rationality. It might be said that the decision to take the means is rational relative to the intention
to take the (irrational) end, even if it is not rational relative to the rest of one’s psychology. However, if
subjective reasons are taken to correspond to local rationality in this way, it becomes harder to see how
they contribute to determining what’s rational overall, as subjective reasons are supposed to do—for pre-
sumably what matters for overall rationality are the subjective reasons one has relative to one’s overall
psychology.

While several accounts of subjective reasons do allow that irrational attitudes can provide subjective
reasons (Parfit 2011, Schroeder 2007, Vogelstein 2012), this is often taken to be an objection to these
accounts. Schroeder (2011) defends such views against this charge. However, his defence requires us to
give up the claim that subjective reasons are considerations it is rational to treat as objective reasons, as
well as the claim that subjective reasons contribute to the rationality of further attitudes. Without either
of these claims, we arguably lose our grip on the notion of a subjective reason.

17 The objections we are about to outline would apply equally—indeed, more so—to a version of the view
which appealed only to there being some reason for the premise-responses.

18 A different way to develop this thought would be to say that good reasoning leads to a response for
which there is a reason, if the premise beliefs are true. However, this proposal shares many of the prob-
lems faced by the view that subjective reasons are considerations that would be objective reasons if true
(see n. 15 above). Moreover, it does not handle cases where agents have true means-end beliefs but mis-
taken intentions, such as the intention to set themselves on fire.
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yourself in petrol is necessary for doing so is a reason to intend to douse yourself in pet-
rol. So RV2 implies that it is good reasoning to move from the former intention to the
latter.

However, RV2 remains vulnerable to some versions of the problem. Consider Wil-
liams’s example again. On the assumption that there can be sufficient reason to believe
falsehoods, there may be sufficient reason to believe that there’s gin in your glass even
though there is not—and so even though the consideration that there is gin in your
glass is not a reason to intend to take a sip. Thus RV2 does not imply that it is good
reasoning to move from the belief that there’s gin in your glass to the intention to take
a sip.

There are a couple of ways to avoid this problem. First, the proponent of RV2 might
deny that there can be sufficient reason to believe falsehoods. Second, the proponent of
RV2 might appeal to subjective reasons. If you have sufficient subjective reason to intend
to drink gin and to believe that there’s gin in your glass, then that there is gin in your
glass is plausibly a subjective reason to intend to take a sip.19

However, both these responses involve commitments which many will want to avoid.
The claim that there can never be sufficient reason to believe what’s false—in effect, the
claim that there can be no justified false beliefs—is highly, and rightly, controversial.
Evidence provides reason to believe, and even very strong evidence can be misleading.
Short of thinking that sufficient evidence must be entailing—a view that threatens induc-
tive scepticism—it’s hard to see why very strong misleading evidence couldn’t justify
belief.20 Solutions to the problem of bad starting points with such implications are to be
avoided if possible.

The appeal to subjective reasons raises a worry about circularity. As we saw, subjec-
tive reasons are determined by rational attitudes—irrational attitudes do not generate sub-
jective reasons. Proponents of this version of RV2 are thus committed to explaining what
it takes for token attitudes to be rational without appealing to claims about good reason-
ing. But when an attitude is formed or sustained through reasoning, the quality of this
reasoning seems highly relevant to its rationality. Again, it would be preferable to avoid

19 A third move would be to remove reference to the contents of the premise-beliefs in RV2, and say that
reasoning is good when, if there is sufficient reason for the premise-responses, there is a reason for the
conclusion-response. That there is gin in your glass is not a reason to take a sip, but perhaps the fact that
your glass was filled from the gin bottle is. A major worry for this view is that it makes good patterns of
reasoning too easy to come by, since there will often be some reason for the conclusion-response,
whether or not there is sufficient reason for the premise-responses. (We will return to a version of this
issue in §5.2 below.) This view would also face the further problems for the reasons view outlined
below.

20 Note that the controversy over whether there can be sufficient reason to believe falsehoods persists even
when we are clear that we are talking about objective reasons. One can think that only truths can be rea-
sons for belief while denying that only truths can be justified (cf. Williamson 2000). Nor can the contro-
versy be dissolved by distinguishing the reasons there are from the reasons an agent has: some authors
hold that the (epistemic) reasons there are must be in some way accessible (e.g. Skorupski 2010). More
generally, claims about what there is sufficient reason to believe plausibly correspond to claims about
what one may believe or what there is justification to believe. But if such permissions or justifications
always depend on the truth of the target proposition, it is unclear how they can guide us in the many
cases in which the truth is inaccessible to us (cf. Gibbons 2013, Lord 2015, McHugh and Way ms 2).
These worries notwithstanding, our central point here is just that such infallibilism about justified belief
is controversial and so a cost of this version of the reasons view. For defences of such infallibilism see
Littlejohn (2012), Schroeder (2015), Whiting (2013).
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commitment to the task of explaining what makes for rational attitudes without appealing
to good reasoning.21

So none of the solutions to the problem of bad starting points seems fully satisfactory.
At best, solutions to it require strong and controversial commitments. Furthermore, all
versions of the reasons view face two further problems.

First, the view faces a problem familiar to many attempts to analyse other properties
in terms of reasons—the wrong kind of reason problem. Suppose that it would make you
happy to believe in God, or that an eccentric billionaire offers a $1m prize for intending
to drink an unpleasant but otherwise harmless toxin.22 Since the prospect of happiness
clearly counts in favour of believing in God, and the billionaire’s offer clearly counts in
favour of intending to drink the toxin, it is tempting to think that you here have reasons
to believe in God and intend to drink the toxin. But the reasoning you would express to
yourself by saying ‘believing in God would make me happy, so, God exists’ or ‘intend-
ing to drink the toxin would get me $1m, so, I shall drink the toxin’ is clearly bad rea-
soning. This suggests that not all reasons correspond to good reasoning.

There are various strategies available for responding to this objection, which parallel the
responses to the wrong kind of reason problem for other reasons-based analyses. In particu-
lar, the reasons view might distinguish between the right and wrong kind of reasons, and
claim that good reasoning only corresponds to the right kind of reasons. Alternatively, it
might be denied that the incentives in these examples give you reason to believe in God or
to intend to drink the toxin. Since these strategies have been discussed in detail elsewhere,
we will not consider them here.23 Instead, we will just make three simple points. First, while
several philosophers have tried to solve the wrong kind of reason problem, no solution has
yet been widely accepted. It is an open question whether an adequate solution is available.
Second, it is an especially hard problem for proponents of the reasons-first approach to
solve. By analysing other normative notions in terms of reasons, they make it hard to appeal
to those notions in order to solve the problem.24 Third, even if a solution compatible with
this approach is possible, the literature thus far suggests that it will be complicated. This
makes reasons-first analyses correspondingly less attractive.

The second problem for the reasons view turns on its implications for the point of rea-
soning. Since the reasons view says that good reasoning takes you to attitudes for which
there is some reason, at least when you begin from well-supported attitudes, it implies
that the point of reasoning is to reach attitudes for which there is some reason.

On the face of it, though, this is not a plausible idea. Almost any attitude has some
reason for it, even intending to eat your car (Schroeder 2007). If that was all we wanted
we might as well form and revise attitudes at random. And there is a salient and clearly
more plausible proposal available, according to which reasoning aims at sufficient rea-

21 Proponents of this view might argue that attitudes are rational when properly based on sufficient reasons.
However, this is plausible only if the reasons in question are subjective reasons. Thus this suggestion
raises clear worries about circularity. Furthermore, insofar as proper basing and good reasoning are inti-
mately connected, it is far from clear that the suggestion avoids the circularity worry in the text.

22 Kavka (1983).
23 A further possibility would be to claim that it is good reasoning to move from, e.g. the belief that believ-

ing in God would make you happy to the belief that God exists. But this claim seems theory-driven. See
Way (forthcoming 2) for further discussion.

24 For example, McHugh and Way (2016) defend a solution that the reasons-firster could not endorse.
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sons. We don’t merely want attitudes which have something to be said for them. What
we want from reasoning is, more plausibly, attitudes for which there is sufficient support.

The reasons view could be revised so as to support this proposal. For instance, RV2

could be revised to say that good reasoning is sufficient-reason-preserving—i.e. reasoning
which will lead you to a response for which there is sufficient reason, if you begin from
responses for which there is sufficient reason. However, revising the view in this way
sacrifices the simple and attractive way in which the reasons view accommodates defeasi-
ble reasoning. The reasoning you would express by saying ‘someone said that p, so p’ or
‘I promised to F, so I shall F’ is not sufficient-reason-preserving. The reasons view thus
faces a dilemma: either it offers a straightforward account of defeasible reasoning but
thereby makes an implausible claim about the point of reasoning or it makes a plausible
claim about the point of reasoning but sacrifices its account of defeasible reasoning.

A proponent of the reasons view might reply that this dilemma can be avoided. The
reasons view can say that good reasoning preserves sufficient reasons other things equal.
The view of good reasoning we will defend below involves such a clause. So we do not
object to this move in itself. Nonetheless, it clearly raises questions about how the clause
is to be understood. It thus remains true that this approach sacrifices the straightforward
way in which other versions of the reasons view handled defeasibility.25

In any event, the claim that reasoning aims at sufficient reasons is only so plausible.
A standard and very plausible claim is that theoretical reasoning aims at truth. But even
if developed in the way just suggested, the reasons view is in tension with this plausible
claim. This is clearly so if the reasons view is formulated in terms of subjective reasons.
On any account there can be subjective reason for you to believe what’s false. If instead
the reasons view is formulated in terms of objective reasons, then the reasons view pre-
serves the standard and plausible claim only given the assumption that there can be suffi-
cient objective reason to believe only what is true. But, as we have seen, this is a rightly
controversial claim. It would be preferable if an account of good reasoning could avoid
such a commitment.

To sum up, the reasons view faces three serious challenges: the problem of bad start-
ing points, the wrong kind of reason problem, and implausible implications about the
point of reasoning. We have seen that there are some prospects for avoiding these prob-
lems, but they do not come cheaply. Again, while more could be said here, it also seems
worth considering an alternative approach.

4. The Fittingness View

The account of good reasoning that we propose begins with the observation that attitudes
have standards of fittingness or correctness. Perhaps the most familiar example here is
belief: beliefs are correct, or fitting, just when true.26 But other attitudes have standards
of fittingness too. When you admire Mandela, desire a vacation, fear an onrushing tiger,
or intend to catch the last train, your attitude can be fitting or unfitting, depending on the
features of its object. For example, it seems fitting to admire Mandela and fear the
onrushing tiger. It is not fitting to admire Idi Amin or to fear the onrushing kitten.

25 We discuss ‘other things equal’ clauses below. The reasons view might draw on this discussion.
26 Or just when knowledge (Smithies 2012). It doesn’t matter here.

164 CONOR MCHUGH AND JONATHAN WAY



‘Fitting’ is here something of a term of art. We could also express the relevant judg-
ments by saying that it is correct to admire Mandela, that one would be getting it right
in admiring him, or that Mandela is fit to be admired, or worth admiring, or an appropri-
ate object of admiration. These expressions can all be used to express to the notion of
fittingness. We use ‘fitting’ as our standard way to do so.

The core idea is that attitudes are associated with standards for their objects. An
attitude is fitting when its object meets its standard. For instance, belief has truth as its
standard of fittingness, and so a belief is fitting when what is believed is true. The
standard of fittingness for other attitudes is more controversial. For instance, it is a
substantive question in value-theory what makes something worth desiring—that is,
desirable, or good. Here we will continue to focus on reasoning to beliefs and intentions.
For illustrative purposes, we will adopt Nishi Shah’s (2008) suggestion that the standard
of fittingness for intention is permissibility: that it is fitting to intend to F just when it is
permissible to F.

The basic idea of our account is that good reasoning puts you in a position to acquire
fitting attitudes—for instance, given the assumptions just stated, to gain more true beliefs,
or intentions to do what is permissible. Of course, good reasoning cannot usually gener-
ate fitting attitudes from nothing—starting points matter. But if we start from fitting atti-
tudes, we can expect good reasoning to lead us to further fitting attitudes, other things
equal. As a first pass, then, we suggest that good reasoning is fittingness-preserving
reasoning:

(FV) The move from P1. . .Pn to C is a good pattern of reasoning iff, and because,
other things equal, if P1. . .Pn are fitting, C is fitting too.

Note again that (FV) concerns patterns of reasoning, not token-instances of reasoning.
So the condition it proposes—that of ceteris paribus fittingness-preservation—must hold
in general of a pattern of reasoning. It is not enough that, in a particular instance, you
avoid going from fitting responses to an unfitting one. Note also that (FV) is not an
account of competent reasoning, and a fortiori does not entail a reliabilist account of jus-
tification for beliefs acquired through reasoning.

To illustrate how the view works, we can begin by noting how it vindicates the
paradigmatic examples of reasoning which motivated the rational requirements view. The
modus ponens pattern is straightforward. Since modus ponens reasoning preserves truth,
and beliefs are fitting just when true, modus ponens reasoning is (necessarily) fittingness-
preserving. The enkratic pattern is similarly straightforward. If it is fitting to believe that
you ought to F, then it is true that you ought to F, and so permissible to F. It is therefore
fitting to intend to F. And the means-end pattern holds too. If it is fitting to intend to E,
then it is permissible to E. And if it is permissible to E and M is a necessary means to E,
then it is also permissible to M. Thus it is fitting to intend to M.27

The fittingness view also does well where the reasons view and rational requirements
view face problems. First, and as the above examples illustrate, the view avoids the prob-
lem of bad starting points. For instance, it implies that it is good reasoning to move from
an intention to drink gin and a belief that there’s gin in your glass to an intention to

27 Cf. McHugh and Way (2015), where we show how the fittingness view vindicates refined versions of
these patterns.
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drink gin, whether or not there is in fact gin in your glass, and whether or not these atti-
tudes are themselves rational or otherwise well-supported. Note that the assumptions
needed here—e.g. that fitting beliefs must be true—are far less controversial than those
required for the reasons view to vindicate this reasoning. It is not a cost to be committed
to the claim that correct beliefs must be true.

Second, since the view only requires that good reasoning preserves fittingness other
things equal, it makes room for the defeasibility of good reasoning. Other things equal, if
someone said that p, then p. So it is good reasoning to move from the belief that some-
one said that p to the belief that p. And other things equal, if you promised to F, it is
permissible to F. So it is good reasoning to move from the belief that you promised to F
to an intention to F. (More on this below.)28

Third, the view rules out the kinds of bad reasoning which the alternative views
allowed. Unlike the rational requirements view, it does not imply that ‘I am not going to
F, so it is okay not to F’ expresses good reasoning. Even if you are not going to F, it
might be that you ought to do so; this reasoning does not preserve fittingness. And,
unlike the reasons view, it clearly implies that ‘believing in God would make me happy,
so, God exists’ is not good reasoning. It is not the case—even other things equal—that,
if believing something would make you happy, then that thing is true.

Finally, the fittingness view implies that the point of reasoning is fitting attitudes. This
seems a plausible claim. Unlike coherence and attitudes for which there is merely some
reason, getting things right is clearly worth aiming at, insofar as you are revising your
attitudes. Furthermore, since fitting beliefs are true beliefs, the fittingness view general-
izes the familiar and plausible idea that the aim of theoretical reasoning is truth.

We thus take the fittingness view to have serious promise, and to have clear advan-
tages over the reasons and rational requirements views. However, it also faces some
problems of its own and requires further development in various ways. In the next sec-
tion, we note some of these issues and suggest ways to make progress.

5. Developing the Account

5.1. Is the Fittingness View a Genuine Alternative to the Reasons View?

One might wonder whether the fittingness view is a genuine alternative to the reasons
view. The upshot of §3 was that the best version of the reasons view says that good rea-
soning preserves sufficient right-kind reasons, other things equal. But one might think
that this does not differ significantly from our claim that good reasoning preserves fitting-
ness, other things equal. For, one might suggest, a fitting response is just a response for
which there is sufficient right-kind reason.

We do not want to rule out the possibility of analysing fittingness in this way.29 Fur-
thermore, several of the issues to be discussed in the following sections would arise for

28 There are other ways in which a fittingness view might be developed so as to accommodate defeasible
reasoning. For example, a view which took fittingness to come in degrees might hold that good patterns
of reasoning preserve some degree of fittingness, and explain defeat by appealing to ways in which fur-
ther premise-attitudes can affect degrees of fittingness. However, while this approach might be appropri-
ate in some cases, it is not clear how it can be applied to theoretical reasoning, where the standard of
fittingness is plausibly truth. We thus prefer the approach in the text.

29 But see McHugh and Way (2016).
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this reasons view. So, as we have said, our paper might be taken as showing what the
best version of a reasons view would have to look like, and exploring some of the issues
that it raises.

Nonetheless, the point remains that proponents of the best version of the reasons view
takes on commitments which the fittingness view does not. The reasons view requires a
solution to the wrong kind of reasons problem and a defence of the claim that there can
never be sufficient reason to believe falsehoods. The fittingness view does not involve
these commitments. This is an advantage of the fittingness view. Furthermore, the pro-
posed version of the reasons account looks like the result of an attempt to engineer a rea-
sons-based theory that gives the right results. It seems simpler and more natural to
suppose that fittingness is what’s doing the work in good reasoning.

5.2. Necessarily Fitting (or Unfitting) Attitudes

FV may seem to over-generalise. Suppose that you reason, ‘grass is green, so, 79 is
prime’. Since 79 is necessarily prime, this reasoning is guaranteed to lead to a true
belief, and so preserves fittingness. But it is not at all clear that this makes it good rea-
soning. Or suppose you reason, ‘77 is prime, so, grass is blue’. Since it’s necessarily
false that 77 is prime, this reasoning also preserves fittingness. But again it doesn’t
look like good reasoning. Being fittingness-preserving thus seems insufficient for good
reasoning.

Our response to this objection has a number of aspects. To begin with, recall the point
made earlier, that there is a difference between reasoning which merely accords with a
good pattern of reasoning and reasoning which is done competently. Competent reasoning
requires (at least) following a good pattern.

It seems clear that someone who reasoned in one of the above ways would not be rea-
soning competently. But why this is will depend on what pattern such a person would be
following. For example, suppose someone reasons ‘grass is green, so 79 is prime’
because they follow this pattern:

Belief that p > Belief that the first number you think of is prime

Since this pattern does not preserve fittingness, anyone following it is not reasoning com-
petently. The same applies to many other patterns which might yield the problematic
pieces of reasoning. So our account can explain why many instances of such reasoning
would not be competent.

Suppose though that you reasoned in the above ways by following these patterns,
respectively:

(T) Belief that p > Belief that q, where q is some necessary truth
(F) Belief that p > Belief that q, where p is some necessary falsehood

These patterns do preserve fittingness. So, as developed so far, our account implies that
these are good patterns. That seems problematic.

The striking thing about these patterns is that the premise-responses may be entirely
irrelevant to the conclusion-responses (as they are in our examples). Although the first
pattern preserves fittingness, this is just because the conclusion-response is necessarily
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fitting. Although the second pattern preserves fittingness, this is just because the premise-
response is necessarily unfitting. Intuitively, good patterns of reasoning aren’t like this:
they preserve fittingness because of some relationship between the premise-responses and
the conclusion-response.

This suggests a simple restriction to our account: good patterns of reasoning are not
fittingness-preserving only in virtue of the premise- or conclusion-responses. They
preserve fittingness (other things equal) in virtue of a relationship between the premise-
responses and the conclusion-response. This restriction implies that (T) and (F) are not
good patterns.

There are two worries one might have about this reply. First, it might be thought that
the restricted account still over-generalises. Imagine that someone reasoned directly—
without any intermediate steps—from the Peano Axioms to Fermat’s Last Theo-
rem (cf. Broome 2013, Boghossian 2014). Or suppose someone ignorant of the chemical
composition of water reasoned ‘this is water, so, it’s H2O’. Neither of these seem like
cases of good reasoning, but both exemplify patterns which are not fittingness-preserving
just in virtue of the premise- or conclusion-responses. However, in these cases, we are
happy to allow that the patterns are good ones. It is just that it is hard to imagine these
patterns being followed competently in the absence of further steps (in the first case) or
the belief that water is H2O (in the second). That is why the reasoning in these cases
strikes us as bad—it is not competent reasoning.30

A second worry is that the restriction is ad hoc. But in fact we can motivate this
restriction in a principled way. As we have argued, the point of reasoning is to get
fitting attitudes. So good patterns of reasoning must serve this point. But, moreover,
good patterns of reasoning must be able to guide us. Since we can’t get fitting atti-
tudes just like that, we need a way of doing it. The way we do it is by making tran-
sitions. The standards of good reasoning can’t by themselves ensure that we acquire
fitting attitudes, but they can keep us on track. They can do that if they are such
that, by following them, normally we will get fitting attitudes out if we put fitting
attitudes in.

Patterns that preserve fittingness in the way that (F) does, just in virtue of the pre-
mise-responses, don’t serve the point of reasoning. They have no tendency to lead to fit-
ting attitudes, since the conclusion-response could be anything at all. Patterns like (T), on
the other hand, do serve the point of reasoning. But they cannot guide us. In effect, (T)
just says: believe necessary truths! But the reason we need standards of good reasoning
in the first place is that we can’t do things like this just like that.

This suggests that good patterns of reasoning are those which allow us to acquire fit-
ting attitudes by, or in virtue of, reasoning from fitting attitudes. Patterns of reasoning
like (T) and (F) are not like this. (F) doesn’t allow you to acquire fitting attitudes at all,
except by fluke. (T) doesn’t allow you to acquire fitting attitudes in virtue of reasoning
from fitting attitudes—it leads to fitting attitudes only because of its conclusion. Acquir-
ing fitting attitudes in virtue of reasoning from fitting attitudes requires us to follow

30 So these cases do suggest that competent reasoning requires more than just following a good pattern. It
requires some kind of sensitivity to the goodness of the pattern. Again, this is an analogue of a familiar
point. Acting well is not simply a matter of doing the right thing for what are in fact the right reasons.
Acting well requires that you do the right thing because it’s right. Since our focus is on what makes for
good patterns of reasoning, not on what makes for competent reasoning, we will not consider the nature
of the required sensitivity here.
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patterns that are fittingness-preserving in virtue of more than just their premise- or
conclusion-response. Thus, the proposed restriction on good patterns of reasoning is not
ad hoc.

5.3. Other Things Equal

The fittingness view makes crucial appeal to an ‘other things equal’ clause. Such clauses
can seem suspicious. Notoriously, some have taken ‘other things equal’ claims to be vacu-
ous. With many others, this seems to us a mistake. While ‘other things equal, birds fly’ and
‘other things equal, promises should be kept’ seem clearly true, ‘other things equal,
birds have stripes’ and ‘other things equal, promises should be broken’ seem clearly false.
So such claims are not vacuous (cf. Nickel 2010). Nonetheless, it would be nice to
say more.

There are various ways to develop the account. One option is to appeal to a proba-
bilistic condition: good reasoning is likely to lead from fitting attitudes to fitting attitudes.
Another option is to appeal to a ‘safety’-style condition: when reasoning is good, it could
not easily happen that the premise-responses are fitting but the conclusion-response is
not. However, we do not find either of these suggestions promising. When a piece of rea-
soning is defeated it may well be probable that it will not lead from fitting responses to a
fitting response, and this may be no accident. For example, it will not be probable that
what a liar says is true, and it is no accident if it is not.

These observations should not cast doubt on our claim that, other things equal, good
reasoning preserves fittingness. It is a common feature of ‘other things equal’ claims that
they do not immediately support claims about what is probable or could easily happen.
For instance, ‘other things equal, matches light when struck’ and ‘other things equal, fish
eggs develop into fish’ both seem true. But it need not be probable that any particular
match lights when struck and it can easily happen—it does easily happen—that fish eggs
do not develop into fish.31

This suggests that we should seek a better understanding of our ‘other things equal’
clause, rather than a replacement for it. One interesting recent proposal is that ‘other
things equal’ clauses can be elucidated by appeal to what happens normally (Nickel
2010). As a rough first pass:

Other things equal, Fs are Gs, just in case all normal Fs are Gs.

This requires some clarification and refinement. First, ‘normal’ does not mean ‘usually’.
Even if most matches are wet, and so do not light when struck, it remains true that nor-
mal matches light when struck. Second, we might distinguish between a normal F and
normal conditions for an F—a wet match is abnormal in the first way, a match in an
oxygen free chamber is abnormal in the second way. For brevity, we will take a ‘normal
F’ to be one which is normal in both these ways. Third, normality comes in respects. A
raven may be normal in respect of colour but not in respect of number of wings. To
accommodate this the proposal above can be revised:

31 As Nickel (2010) points out, ‘other things equal’ claims thus seem very close in meaning to generic
claims. The idea of analysing generic claims by appeal to a notion of normality is a popular one. For
further references and discussion see Leslie (2012).
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Other things equal, Fs are Gs, just in case all Fs which are normal in a respect deter-
mined by the predicate ‘G’ are Gs.32

Can anything more substantive be said about normality? We note two commonly cited
marks of normality. First, normal Fs reveal the nature of Fs. For example, a normal arti-
fact is one that is functioning properly, in conditions for which it was designed. It thus
reveals what the artifact is supposed to do. Similarly, a normal organism is one that is
functioning properly in conditions which it, or some feature of it, was selected for (cf.
Millikan 1984, Lance and Little 2007). Second, a normal F is an F for which interfering
factors are absent. Thus, what happens to a normal F requires no special explanation (cf.
Smith 2010, Pietroski and Rey 1995). For example, a normal match’s lighting when
struck requires no special explanation. These conditions are connected: because normal
conditions lack interfering factors, they reveal natures.

We want to suggest that this understanding of ‘other things equal’ clauses offers a
promising way to develop the fittingness view. Understood in this way, the view says
that:

(FV) It is good reasoning to move from P1. . .Pn to C iff, and because, normally
if P1. . .Pn are fitting, C is fitting too.

How are we to assess the claims of the form ‘normally if P1. . .Pn are fitting, C is fitting’?
We suggest looking to the corresponding claim about the fittingness condition of the
responses involved. For instance, consider:

Normally, if the belief that someone said that p is fitting, the belief that p is fitting.

Since the fittingness condition for belief is truth, this implies:

Normally, if someone said that p, then p.

That is:

Normally, testimony is reliable.

This claim is plausible. The claim that testimony which is normal in respect of its truth-
value is true might be seen as analogous to the claim that matches normally light when
struck. That is, we might see testimony as a social practice with the function of passing
on information. Thus, when testimony is functioning as it is supposed to, in the kind of
conditions it was designed for, testimony is reliable. If this is right, then the refined
fittingness view supports the claim that it is good reasoning to move from the belief that
someone said that p to believing that p. This is a plausible result.

Consider some other patterns of reasoning and the claims about normality they imply:

It is good reasoning to move from the belief that you promised to F to intending to F
only if, normally, promises are permissible to keep.

32 See Nickel (2010) for this and further precisifications.
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It is good reasoning to move from the desire that p to the belief that p only if, nor-
mally, what you desire is the case.

It is good reasoning to move from the belief that the coin came up heads last time to
the belief that it will come up tails next time only if, normally, if the coin came up
heads last time, it will come up tails next time.

In the first case, the implication seems plausible. Again, promise-keeping might be seen
as a social practice which functions so as to bring about obligations and whose point is,
perhaps, to allow us to co-ordinate our behavior in mutually beneficial ways. Viewed in
this way, plausible counter-examples to the claim that all promises are permissible to
keep—for instance, promises which are coerced or the keeping of which would be disas-
trous—look like abnormal cases (cf. Lance and Little 2007). So the view implies that it
is good reasoning to move from the belief that you promised to F to intending to F.

In the second and third cases, the implications are false. So the view implies that
wishful thinking and the gambler’s fallacy are both bad patterns of reasoning.

The view thus has plausible implications in core cases. What’s more, it offers a
straightforward explanation of the defeasibility of good reasoning. The defeasibility of
good reasoning is explained by the defeasibility of normal conditions. For instance, sup-
pose that John, who is an inveterate liar, said that p. Although testimony is normally reli-
able, John’s testimony is not normally reliable. The view thus explains why it is good
reasoning to move from the belief that someone said that p to believing p, but not good
reasoning to make this move when you believe that it was John, an inveterate liar, who
said that p.

So, while much more would need to be said, we take the idea that other things equal
clauses should be understood by appeal to normality to fit well with the view we are
developing here.33

5.4. Reasoning to the Belief that a Fittingness Condition Obtains

We objected to the first version of Broome’s view on the grounds that it licenses bad rea-
soning, like ‘I am not going to F, so it is okay not to F’. It might seem that a similar
objection applies to our view. Consider the move from intending to F to believing that it
is okay to F. On the assumption that the standard of fittingness for intention is permissi-
bility, this reasoning preserves fittingness. More generally, the fittingness view seems to
license reasoning from any attitude to the belief that the fittingness condition for that atti-
tude obtains. Such reasoning might seem clearly bad. It might seem to amount to unac-
ceptable bootstrapping.

We think that such reasoning is in fact good and does not constitute bootstrapping.
First, note that the relevant reasoning for belief—from the belief that p to the belief that
p is true—seems like good, if boring, reasoning. So this sort of reasoning is not generally

33 We note one immediate concern. As we’ve seen, it seems true that, other things equal, fish eggs develop
into fish. So on our account, it is good reasoning to move from the belief that this is a fish egg to the
belief that this will develop into a fish. This might seem implausible, given how few fish eggs develop
into fish. However, we think that this is simply a case of defeasibility. Compare someone who infers of
this match that it will light when struck. This is a good piece of reasoning, even if in fact the match is
wet. The fish egg reasoning does not seem to differ in kind from this case. The reasoning is defeated by
further facts, but the reasoner ignorant of these facts would not be guilty of bad reasoning.
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bad. Second, reasoning from an intention to F to the belief that it is okay to F must be
distinguished from reasoning from a belief that you will F to a belief that it is okay to F.
In ordinary English, either of these pieces of reasoning could be expressed by saying
‘I shall F, so, it’s okay to F’. But these pieces of reasoning are very different. If the latter
was good it would yield a form of bootstrapping: the fact that you are going to F would
ensure that F-ing was okay. But, since the fact that you are going to F doesn’t ensure
that F-ing is okay, the fittingness view correctly predicts that it’s bad reasoning. (Similar
points apply to other related patterns, such as ‘I intend to F, so, it’s okay to F’.)

We suspect that the former reasoning strikes us as bad when we confuse it with the
latter. The former reasoning does not yield bootstrapping. Crudely put: if F-ing isn’t okay
before you intend it, it won’t be okay afterwards either, so this reasoning will just lead to
a false belief. Of course, the reasoning will lead to a true belief if F-ing is okay. But
that’s as we should have expected.

6. Conclusion

We have argued that the fittingness view, according to which good reasoning preserves
fittingness, other things equal, is preferable to the rational requirements view and the rea-
sons view. We have also explored some ways in which the fittingness view might be
developed—for instance, by understanding the ‘other things equal’ clause in terms of
normality. Of course, many further issues remain—for instance, we have not considered
how the fittingness view may be extended to reasoning which involves attitudes other
than beliefs and intentions, or reasoning which concludes in dropping an attitude.34

Nonetheless, we take the discussion to make a good prima facie case for the fittingness
view and, thereby, to indicate that a unified theory of good reasoning is possible.35
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