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1. The Problem of Philosophical Progress

There is a powerful three-step argument that philosophy has made no
progress. The first step maintains that a field makes genuine progress
to the extent that, over time, it provides true answers to its central
questions. The second step observes that the central questions of phi-
losophy are among life’s “big questions”—concerning, inter alia, free
will, personal identity, skepticism, universals, the mind–body relation,
God, and morality. Step three delivers the bad news: we lack the
answers to any of these questions.
While there are a variety of responses to this argument, ours

begins (in §1) by challenging its first step: true answers, even ones
that yield collective convergence on the truth, do not capture what
we ultimately want from our best philosophical views or theories
(we will use these terms interchangeably). What we need are not
simply widely accepted lists of individual truths, even those that are
justifiedly believed or known, but theories poised to furnish a
broad and systematic theoretical understanding (or simply ‘understand-
ing’) with respect to the questions they address. At the same time,
we acknowledge that shifting to understanding simply moves the
bump in the rug: to promote understanding as a proper goal of
philosophical inquiry does not suffice to establish philosophical
progress, or even its possibility, for it provides no assurance that
philosophers’ efforts, and in particular the methods they employ, are
on track to realize this goal.1

In a variety of philosophical subfields, including metaethics (our pri-
mary case study), there have at various points been hints of recognition
that lack of progress is due at least in part to the failure to develop and

1 Throughout we focus on epistemically significant progress in philosophy. We discuss
other sorts of progress at the close of §2.
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implement an adequate methodology.2 The idea is not that philoso-
phers have failed to articulate, or properly adhere to, their methodolog-
ical commitments. Nor is the idea that there is uncertainty or unclarity
regarding the data that an adequate view should countenance. Rather,
the deep problem is that there may be no method whose proper execu-
tion is likely to further understanding, hence progress.
These remarks are intended to highlight the basic contours of the

problem, an adequate solution to which must address four questions.3

One is existential: has philosophy actually made progress with respect
to its central questions? A second is comparative: is whatever progress it
has made comparable to progress achieved by other fields of theoreti-
cal inquiry? A third is practical: is there a method with the resources
to guide the construction of a philosophical view that furthers pro-
gress? And the fourth is theoretical: is there a method able to deliver a
principled evaluation of the extent to which a philosophical view is
likely to attain this end?4

Our project in this paper is not to pose comprehensive answers to
these questions (a massive undertaking). But we do intend to address
all four. Because our answers to the existential and comparative ques-
tions build on our answers to the practical and theoretical questions,
we orient our discussion around methodology.
We will criticize several prominent philosophical methods and then

undertake to design a methodological framework applicable when
engaging not only the central questions of metaethics (again, our pri-
mary focus here), but those of all areas of philosophy. We call it the Tri-
level Method. At its core is a set of criteria, at three levels, whose satisfac-
tion by a philosophical view implies that it is well-positioned to improve
and deepen our understanding of its subject matter. To be clear, there
is no radical reinvention of philosophical methodology on offer here.
Our aim is rather to assemble an orderly and systematic framework for
making progress, a framework whose main elements are familiar from

2 See, e.g., §1 of Hume’s An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (1751), Sidgwick’s
Methods of Ethics (1907), and Moore’s emphasis on method throughout Principia Ethica
(1903). More recently, Boyd (1988, §2.3) has favorably compared methodology in
science and in ethics and metaethics but asks why there is not more progress in the lat-
ter. The importance of methodology is also recognized by many of the authors men-
tioned below.

3 As should be clear, the problem identified by the argument summarized at the outset
is not the mere fact of theoretical disagreement. Consensus is not always a sign of a
discipline’s health, whereas meticulous debate often is (cp. Solomon 2001 and Beatty
and Moore 2010). It may be that the fact of disagreement poses an additional prob-
lem, if it generates a defeater in the way described by conciliationist views (see, e.g.,
Elga 2007 and Feldman 2007). Here, we focus not on such defeaters but on the pau-
city of philosophical progress itself (again, as identified by the opening argument).

4 Many discussions of philosophical progress omit one or more of these dimensions.
One possible exception is Chalmers (2014, 3), who helpfully distinguishes the first
two and eventually highlights the importance of method. We critically discuss Chal-
mers’s positive theses (regarding the measure of progress, philosophical method, and
comparative progress) below.
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the way many philosophers go about their business, but which have not
hitherto been sufficiently justified, ordered, and integrated in a way
that reveals how they can operate in the service of understanding.5

Answering the practical and theoretical questions does not require a
revolution, but a careful articulation and defense of a method that is
poised to facilitate genuine progress in philosophy.
Throughout, we emphasize the point or purpose of method. This

approach constitutes a significant departure from extant treatments
of philosophical methodology, which tend to leave the epistemic goal
of method unspecified. As a result, it is often unclear how to interpret
and assess proposed methodologies, and discussants in debates over
methodology sometimes appear to be talking past each other. In an
effort to avoid these hazards, we begin in the next section by explicat-
ing and motivating our preferred measure of progress (theoretical
understanding), thereby setting out more clearly what it takes to
resolve the various dimensions of the problem of progress.

2. Theoretical Understanding

Aristotle proposed in the Posterior Analytics that the primary and
proper end of inquiry is the acquisition of epistêmê—where this is not
mere ordinary knowledge, but a special kind of epistemic ideal that
many commentators designate with the term ‘understanding.’6 This
section articulates some of the central characteristics of theoretical
understanding as we envision it, and argues for its appeal as a proper
goal of theoretical inquiry.
We can reveal these characteristics by considering some of the

properties that a theory of a given domain must possess in order to
provide understanding of that domain to a thinker who fully grasps
the theory. Such a theory must possess at least six properties.
First, the theory must possess a high degree of accuracy, since lar-

gely inaccurate theories will fail to dispel confusion (a characteristic
of misunderstanding).

5 Although each of these elements is familiar, the way that we combine them some-
times departs from orthodoxy. For example, we will argue (in §4.4) that although the-
oretical virtues such as simplicity are not entirely irrelevant in philosophical
methodology, they have a subordinate status and should not play the substantive
methodological role that many philosophers assign to them. We take no stand on
whether this and other claims we make hold also for methodology in other disci-
plines: for example, we remain neutral on the extent to which the Tri-level Method’s
constituent criteria govern theorizing in (say) physics or history, whose distinctive
characteristics might call for separate treatment.

6 See, e.g., Burnyeat (1981). By ‘ordinary knowledge’ we mean, roughly, non-acciden-
tally true justified belief, in contrast with mere correct opinion. Neither the contrast
nor the notion of an accident is straightforward (these are among the reasons for
‘roughly’). The intention is simply to point in the direction of the orthodox post-
Gettier conception of knowledge.
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Second, the theory must be reason-based, in the sense that it is positively
supported by considerations, beyond its mere coherence, that speak in
favor of its accuracy. For in the absence of this, viewing the domain
through the lens of that theory must be deemed to a large extent arbi-
trary or haphazard (again, a characteristic of misunderstanding).
Third, the theory must be robust, answering a multitude of questions

about the most important features of the domain under investigation.
Because a theory that neglects or dodges such questions is insufficiently
comprehensive, it is destined to yield inadequate comprehension.
Fourth, the theory must be illuminating, in that its answers must at

least sometimes be not just general but also genuinely explanatory,
going beyond a mere description of those features to identify that in vir-
tue of which they exist or are instantiated.
Fifth, the theory must be orderly, not simply offering such feature-spe-

cific explanatory answers but also affording a broader view of the
domain by revealing how those (and other) features, as well as the pro-
posed explanations, gel or hang together—for example, by exposing
basic relations or systematic connections among them. Such a theory
avoids miscellany, the paradigm of which is a mere list, which says noth-
ing about how, if at all, its various items are ordered or organized.
Sixth, the theory must be coherent, not only internally but also exter-

nally, fitting well with a wide range of understanding-providing theo-
ries of other domains. A theory of one domain that massively conflicts
with a coherent cluster of accurate, reason-based, robust, illuminating,
and orderly theories of other domains does not further comprehen-
sion but muddles it (yet another characteristic of misunderstanding).
Theoretical understanding, as we have construed it, is distinctive. It

is not mere ordinary knowledge. Nor is it reducible to true, rational,
or justified belief (or to their conjunction), since a set of propositions
that is true or most rational or most justified does not thereby provide
theoretical understanding. For, as explained above, the function of
such understanding is, inter alia, to illuminate, in a robust, orderly,
coherent fashion, the portion of reality under investigation, and not
simply to state a series of truths or justified beliefs about it.7 Theoreti-
cal understanding is not epistemic perfection. Still, it is a type of epis-
temic excellence. And it is a strong candidate for a proper goal of
theoretical inquiry, and a proper measure of progress in philosophy.

7 We allow that theoretical understanding, so characterized, may be equivalent to an
elevated type of knowledge (e.g., higher order systematic knowledge-why) or a coher-
ent web of numerous sophisticated and highly justified true beliefs; it is not our con-
cern to oppose these positions, but rather to clarify the notion of theoretical
understanding we will employ, and to distinguish it from mere ordinary knowledge
(as described in the previous note) and justified true belief, which do not require the
six features we have identified. Whether theoretical understanding is a type of knowl-
edge and how it is related to justified true belief are the subject of much recent
debate (see, for starters, the citations in note 10 below). For a general account of
understanding that is congenial to our discussion here, see Bengson (2017), from
which some of our discussion above borrows.

4

© 2019 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.



We believe that this last claim enjoys substantial intuitive
plausibility. It can be motivated through a contrast with the popular
idea, recently defended by David Chalmers, that collective convergence
on the truth is the proper measure of philosophical progress, in the
sense that other possible measures, including understanding, involve
“something of a lowering of our sights for philosophy.”8 There are
two points to make about this proposal.
First, collective convergence on the truth appears to be insufficient to

satisfactorily resolve philosophical inquiry. For such convergence would
not ensure possession, let alone full grasp, of a theory that exhibits all
six of the features described above. But in the absence of this, we could
hardly deem inquiry complete. There would remain more work to do.
Second, collective convergence on the truth appears to be unneces-

sary to satisfactorily resolve philosophical inquiry. One reason is that
arrival at the truth is unnecessary. To illustrate, suppose we had excel-
lent reason to think that our mental capacities were poorly suited to
uncover the propositions that stand as true answers to philosophy’s
central questions. It would nevertheless be legitimate to claim success-
ful resolution of philosophical inquiry if philosophers managed to
develop theories that address these questions in a way that realizes all
six of the features we have enumerated—for instance, by formulating
extremely robust, reason-based, illuminating, orderly, and coherent
views that in each case considerably narrow the field of possibilities to
just two or three highly determinate, and distinct but very closely
related, answers.9 A similar point indicates that convergence is unneces-
sary. Suppose we discovered that human psychology (with its familiar
penchant for generating disagreement) rendered convergence
unattainable. So long as a non-trivial portion of philosophers working
on free will, personal identity, skepticism, universals, the mind-body
relation, God, and morality had fully grasped theories that realize all
six of the features we have enumerated, it would be legitimate to
claim that philosophy has made substantial progress—indeed, pro-
gress of a kind that many never dreamt possible.

8 Chalmers (2014, 14); by ‘the truth,’ we understand Chalmers to be referring to the
proposition that correctly answers the central question of philosophy under investiga-
tion. This is also how we understand ‘true answer,’ which figures in the initial formula-
tion of the antiprogress argument in §1. Philosophers have at times privileged other
epistemic goals: e.g., Gutting (2009) and Gutting (2014, 325) privileges “knowledge of
distinctions and of the strengths and weaknesses of various pictures and their theoreti-
cal formulations”; Wilson (2013, 145–50) celebrates the amassing of theoretical options;
Deleuze and Guattari (1996, 5) hold that “the object of philosophy is to create concepts
that are always new.” The considerations that follow apply mutatis mutandis to these posi-
tions, understood as offering alternative measures of epistemic progress.

9 While each of these theories would attain an extraordinary degree of accuracy, it
need not thereby divulge the truth (in the relevant sense; see the previous note).
Contrast a scenario in which we are left with dozens of candidates, or two or three
answers that are poles apart, and reason to think that we could do much better.
Clearly, our theories in the situation described in the main text successfully resolve
inquiry in a way that they do not in this alternative scenario.
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We conclude that Chalmers’s charge gets things backwards. Conver-
gence on the truth is a measure of progress only when it is accompa-
nied by understanding; it is taking mere convergence as a measure
that would be “something of a lowering of our sights.”10

The foregoing points about the close of inquiry indicate the impor-
tance of understanding to the epistemic project of philosophy. It may
be that philosophy incorporates other, non-epistemic projects as well
—e.g., those that are aesthetic, felicific, salvific, pragmatic, or politi-
cal. No doubt philosophers have at times appraised competing views
by these (and still other) non-epistemic standards. Our intention is
not to question the legitimacy of such appraisals, or to promote a pic-
ture of philosophy on which its sole interest derives from the ambi-
tion of attaining theoretical understanding with respect to its central
questions. Rather, our contention is simply that, epistemically, such
understanding is a proper measure of progress in philosophy.11

If this is correct, two conclusions follow. First, a method satisfacto-
rily answers the practical question only if it possesses the resources to
guide the construction of a philosophical view—in metaethics and
elsewhere—that is likely to enable us to acquire this epistemic good.
Second, a method satisfactorily answers the theoretical question only
if it delivers a principled evaluation of whether and to what extent a
philosophical view is likely to provide this good.

3. Four Extant Methods

We understand a method to be a set of instructions, or criteria, for the-
ory construction and evaluation. This section identifies austere versions
of four prominent methods that many philosophers, including metaethi-
cists, have employed in their theorizing. Although these methods are
non-exclusive, each is meant to be complete, in that nothing more than
following its instructions is required to successfully resolve theoretical

10 Recent epistemology has witnessed a surge of arguments for the value of understand-
ing over all other epistemic achievements: see, among others, Elgin (1996, 122ff.),
Zagzebski (2001), Kvanvig (2003, ch. 8), and Pritchard (2010, ch. 4 and Pritchard
2016, §§2–4). We will not rely on these arguments here, though they do offer inde-
pendent support for our assessment.

11 While many “anti-theorists” appear to decry the ambitions we have set for philosophy
(for a recent example, see Horwich 2012), their misgivings are typically directed at
ideas to which we are not committed or that we explicitly reject, such as an exagger-
ated sense of the theoretical importance of simplicity (see below, §4.4) or an inflated
notion of objectivity as requiring an “absolute conception of the world.” Moreover,
our approach coheres with many anti-theorists’ stated motivations, such as the histor-
ical and cultural situatedness of philosophical thinking, and the wide variety of expe-
riences (or data) relevant to philosophical reflection. Our method can also allow
that, in some cases, theoretical understanding of a given philosophical domain is not
achievable, or at least is not readily available; we agree, for instance, with Wiggins
when he writes that it is often “a matter of prolonged and difficult inquiry gradually
to improve currently accepted standards or conceptions” in philosophy (2001, 82).
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inquiry. We ourselves think that these methods contain important
insights. However, a brief examination of their constituent criteria in
light of the foregoing analysis of the proper measure of progress in phi-
losophy will allow us to pinpoint some of the challenges they face, and
motivate the pursuit of a more adequate method in what follows.
Consider, first, what we’ll call the ‘method of analysis,’ which

focuses on clarification and instructs theorists to define or analyze a
range of central terms, concepts, or properties:

The Method of Analysis: When constructing a theory, a theorist ought
to articulate and justify particular analyses of all of the domain’s
central terms, concepts, or properties that meet some sufficiently
high standard (e.g., being necessarily coextensive, being intension-
ally correct, being theoretically serviceable). The best theory is the
one whose proposed analyses meet this standard to the highest
degree relative to rivals.12

A second method, focusing on justification by argument, is what David
Chalmers has called the “method of argument,” which calls for theorists
to promote their view by putting together the rationale for it:

The Method of Argument: When constructing a theory, a theorist
ought to assemble an adequate rationale, by formulating arguments
for the theory’s answers to the central questions about the domain,
as well as arguments that respond to relevant challenges, where the
premises and inferences of these arguments meet some sufficiently
high standard (e.g., being certain or self-evident, being scientifically
or logically well-confirmed, being shared by members of an ideal
audience subsequent to extended critical examination). The best
theory is the one whose central theses are the conclusions of argu-
ments whose premises and inferences meet this standard to the
highest degree relative to rivals.13

12 A seminal instance of this method in metaethics is Moore’s Principia Ethica (1903,
ch. 1). See also Ewing (1947) and Hare (1954). For more recent versions, see Jack-
son and Pettit (1995), Jackson (1998, ch. 5), and Finlay (2014). While the Method of
Analysis takes a variety of forms—some proponents privileging ordinary usage, others
formal machinery from contemporary linguistic theory, still others the broadly func-
tional style of analysis known as Ramsification—our characterization in the text
abstracts away from these details in order to make explicit its core commitments.
Similarly for our formulations of the other methods below. This explains why we
have described them as ‘austere.’

13 Chalmers (2014, 16); cp. van Inwagen (2006, Lecture 3). There are many possible
examples of adherence to this method in metaethical theorizing; see, e.g., Gewirth
(1978), Brandt (1979), Mackie (1977), Nagel (1986), Korsgaard (1996), Shafer-
Landau (2003), Huemer (2005), Cuneo (2007), Street (2008), and Wedgwood
(2007, 11–12). Enoch (2011, §1.4) and Schroeder (2007, §11.2) pursue comparative,
cost-benefit approaches. Cost-benefit approaches have been influentially championed
in analytic metaphysics by Lewis (1983, x-xi) and (1986, 3–5 and 134–5); cp. Lewis
and Lewis (1970, 211–2) and Armstrong (1989, §1.4), among others.
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A third method, focusing on explanation, is what we will call

The Method of Parsimony: When constructing a theory, a theorist
ought to identify a set of propositions about the domain that real-
ize, to the greatest extent possible, simplicity and explanatory scope
(i.e., explanations of everything that must be accounted for). The
best theory is the one that achieves the greatest extent and balance
of simplicity and explanatory scope relative to rivals.14

A fourth method, focusing on systematization, is what John Rawls
called “wide reflective equilibrium,” which has been a mainstay of dis-
cussions of philosophical methodology, and is often cited enthusiasti-
cally by philosophers wishing to clarify their methodological
commitments:

The Method of Reflective Equilibrium: When constructing a theory, a
theorist ought to achieve coherence between various particular
judgments (e.g., considered judgments regarding specific cases)
and beliefs in general principles (e.g., universally quantified propo-
sitions) that address all of the central questions about the domain,
through a reflective process of modification, addition, and aban-
donment of either the particular judgments or principles in case of
conflict (with each other, or with any of one’s other relevant con-
victions). The best theory is the one that achieves such coherence
to the highest degree relative to rivals.15

It might be that the Method of Analysis yields knowledge of defini-
tions, the Method of Argument yields justified beliefs, the Method of
Parsimony yields beliefs with a high probability given the evidence,
and the Method of Reflective Equilibrium yields a coherent set of
judgments. Still, there are live questions about whether any of these
methods is adequate.
Our basic concern can be stated succinctly. Recall what a method

would have to be like in order to yield, as its output, a theory that
provides understanding of a given domain. Following its instructions
would have to produce a theory that is accurate, reason-based, robust,

14 This method is highly influential in contemporary metaphysics. For an example in
metaethics, see Gibbard (2003, xii), who maintains that his antirealist “hypothesis
explains the phenomena—and no normative realism that extends beyond the
hypothesis is needed.” See also Harman (1977, ch. 1), Blackburn (1993, pt. II), Joyce
(2001, 168), and Olson (2014, esp. 147–8).

15 See, e.g., Rawls (1971, 1974), DePaul (1993, 1998), Daniels (1996), Sayre-McCord
(1996), and Scanlon (2002, 149): “[I]t seems to me that this method, properly
understood, is in fact the best way of making up one’s mind about moral matters
and about many other subjects. Indeed, it is the only defensible method; apparent
alternatives to it are illusory.” Such a sentiment shows up outside of moral philoso-
phy as well; see, e.g., Keefe (2000, 42): “There is, I suggest, no possible alternative
methodology.” Hereafter, we elide ‘wide.’
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illuminating, orderly, and coherent. We have no particularly good reason
to think that any of the methods considered above secures all six of
these features, and some reason to think that each is bound to fall
short. The Method of Reflective Equilibrium (infamously) fails to pro-
mise even a modicum of accuracy; nor is it clear that it ensures out-
puts that are reason-based or illuminating in the indicated senses.
The Method of Parsimony does not guarantee outputs that are rea-
son-based, robust, and orderly. The Method of Argument does not
prohibit outputs that are neither orderly, illuminating, nor robust.
And nothing in the Method of Analysis ensures that its outputs will
be robust, orderly, and illuminating. In effect, each of the four aus-
tere methods we have identified fails to fully secure one or more of
the features required for theoretical understanding.16

It might be thought that by conjoining the four methods we arrive at
an “all-inclusive” method that evades this objection. Perhaps so. But we
are not sanguine about the prospect. By all lights, the four methods
privilege criteria that appear to point in very different directions, mak-
ing it unclear whether and how they can be consistently conjoined. At
the very least, it seems to us likely that their integration would require
revisions (in the form of supplements or changes) that substantially
alter the letter, and violate the spirit, of at least one of them.
Does that imply that there is no sound method for philosophical

theorizing? Clearly, it does not, if a plausible alternative is available.
Such an alternative may draw from the above methods, while seeking
to avoid their shortcomings. Our project in the next section is to pre-
sent and defend such an alternative, and to explain how it addresses
the practical and theoretical questions. We then return, in the final
section, to the existential and comparative questions.

4. The Tri-level Method

The method that we develop and defend consists in five criteria that
operate at three levels. We will introduce these levels and their con-
stituent criteria—accommodation, explanation, substantiation, integra-
tion, and virtuosity—in a manner that acknowledges room for various

16 Notably, not all proponents of these methods would resist our conclusion here. For
instance, Rawls (1980, 534) himself described reflective equilibrium as merely uncov-
ering the doctrine that is “most reasonable for us” to accept; similarly, Goodman
(1955, 61–2) and Brink (1989, 140–1) emphasize that this method provides justifica-
tion, allowing that it does not facilitate other, stronger epistemic achievements (cp.
Tersman (2018, §§7–8), who stresses that the sort of justification provided by reflec-
tive equilibrium is internalist). More recently, Walden (2013, 245) notes that reflec-
tive equilibrium yields an output that is simply “justified, just, or valid.” However, his
self-described “defense” of this method implies that “the method of reflective equilib-
rium is not, exactly, anything” (244). Given the point and purpose of method, we
regard such emptiness as a profound defect. Cp. Williamson’s (2007) injunction to
“do better.”
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controversies to be argued about independently of the method itself;
our project here is to articulate a framework whose integral parts are
subject to elaboration and refinement on the basis of further philo-
sophical exploration. The first level focuses on the putatively central
features, or core data (as we shall call them), in a given domain; the sec-
ond and third focus on the theories that attempt, in the ways specified
below, to adequately account for these core data.
Before explaining these three levels, let us comment on the notion

of core data as applied to metaethics. The domain, or subject matter,
of metaethics concerns the nature and status of moral thought, dis-
course, reality, and knowledge. The core data of metaethics are given
by claims regarding central features of such thought, discourse, real-
ity, and knowledge—claims that metaethicists (considered collectively)
have reason, at the outset of theorizing, to believe. These features are
many and diverse. One of them, often stressed by expressivists, is that
many moral judgments are intimately connected to motivation.
Another datum, typically stressed by realists, is that some moral
demands obtain independently of our contingent commitments. Yet
another, sometimes stressed by naturalists, affirms the intimate con-
nection between moral considerations and non-moral considerations.
Still another, stressed by non-skeptics, allows that there are justified
moral beliefs regarding general principles. These represent just a few
examples; below we mention a few more.17

4.1 Level One: The Accommodation and Explanatory Criteria

Progress requires sensitivity to the core data. Thus, the first criterion is

The Accommodation Criterion: A view of a given domain must accom-
modate the core data in that domain, or at least explain18 why
those data require no such accommodation,

where a view V accommodates a datum D if and only if D is likely to
hold or be true, given V. We offer three clarificatory remarks
regarding this criterion.

17 Not all philosophical data must be general in the way that these metaethical data
are. In normative ethics, for example, the core data might include myriad first-order
moral verdicts (regarding, e.g., the wrongness of wanton torture). A comprehensive
philosophical methodology would include a full presentation and defense of a theory
of data in philosophy, which would address questions concerning, inter alia, general
features of their contents (e.g., whether they are psychological or linguistic or nei-
ther) and how they are collected (via thought experiment, intuitions, scientific
experiments, or by other means). We cannot undertake that task here; see Bengson,
Cuneo, and Shafer-Landau (2019) for our view of the nature of data and its role in
theoretical inquiry.

18 We will say more about the notion of explanation when formulating the second
criterion.
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First, while we leave open the precise analysis of the relevant notion
of likelihood, we believe that its basic meaning and application are
intuitive. For example, both moral realism and expressivism are logi-
cally consistent with the datum that moral judgments have many of the
“marks” of descriptive beliefs (e.g., on the face of it, they are classifi-
catory, can be felicitously described as true or false, can enter into
inferential relations, and are apt candidates for justification and
knowledge). However, the former view clearly makes this datum likely
in a way that the latter does not. This is a theoretically important dif-
ference between the two views, which an adequate method must regis-
ter. The purpose of the Accommodation Criterion is to promote such
discriminations, however they are further analyzed.19

Second, the Accommodation Criterion incorporates what is, in
effect, an escape clause: a candidate view can satisfy this criterion by
explaining why a core datum requires no accommodation. In our
view, this is as it should be. For one thing, sometimes a view coheres
well with an independent set of claims that fully accommodates the
core data, in which case the view need not do this itself. We also
ought to allow that a view can fare well with respect to the Accommo-
dation Criterion even though it is or seems revisionary in one or
another respect.20 Note, however, that the escape clause renders non-
accommodation an option. What is needed to legitimately exploit this
option is reason to think that the option merits endorsement. This is
a substantive constraint, and it has an important implication: namely,
satisfaction of the escape clause does not come cheap, but is a bona
fide achievement.
The third clarification concerns the possibility that a view satisfies

the Accommodation Criterion to a greater or lesser degree. In some
cases, a view will accommodate most but not all of the core data; it
requires supplementation in order to handle the remainders. We wish
to allow that such a view could be understood as incorporating the
supplements; consequently, the view can be a serious contender for
being the one that best illuminates the domain, so long as it (the
original view plus the supplements) satisfies the Accommodation Cri-
terion to a high degree—that is, so long as the remainders are rela-
tively few.

19 We invite further elaboration and refinement of the relevant notion of likelihood,
for now insisting only that it preserve four important properties: (i) it is stronger
than logical consistency (see the example in the text); (ii) it allows that a view may
render D likely without explaining D (an example is provided in §4.2); (iii) it allows
that a view may explain D without making D likely, if that is indeed possible (once
again, see §4.2); and (iv) whether a view makes D likely is not fully determined by
the modal status of D (as shown also by the examples given).

20 The need for some such allowance is familiar. It may even be that in order for a view
to fare well with respect to the Accommodation Criterion it must be revisionary. This
would be the case if, for example, it was shown that the full range of core data are
incompatible.
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This brings us to the second criterion embedded in our method’s
first level, which concerns the explanation of the core data. We call this

The Explanatory Criterion: A view of a given domain must explain the
core data in that domain, or at least explain why those data require
no such explanation,

where a view V explains φ only if V invokes some w such that, if w
holds or is true, then φ holds or is true because w holds or is true.21

Let us make two remarks about this criterion. First, the escape clause
in the Explanatory Criterion reminds us to be judiciously open-
minded about the possibility of showing that one or more of the core
data are explanatorily primitive. This is, of course, not to be conflated
with failing to explain one or more of the core data that require
explanation. That is a different possibility, to which our comments
above (regarding satisfaction of the escape clause in the Accommoda-
tion Criterion) apply mutatis mutandis.

Second, satisfying the Explanatory Criterion without remainder—
fully explaining all of the core data that are accepted as calling for
explanation—is difficult, and cannot in general be a criterion of ade-
quacy for a view. We acknowledge that in some cases it may be a sig-
nificant achievement to explain even a limited range of the core data
that require explanation. Of course, when there are many remainders,
that is some indication that the view is not in fact likely to provide a
great deal of illumination of its subject matter. But so long as the
remainders are relatively few, and the Explanatory Criterion is satis-
fied to a high degree, then a view’s failure to satisfy this criterion
without remainder is compatible with the view’s being poised to facili-
tate understanding to a high degree.

4.2 On the Relation between the Accommodation and Explanatory Criteria

While the Accommodation and Explanatory Criteria both focus on
the putatively central features of a domain under investigation (its
core data), they mark two different, though complementary, intellec-
tual projects: the former criterion investigates the likely truth of a
core datum, whereas the latter asks “Why is it true?” These criteria

21 We leave open the precise analysis of the notion of one entity’s holding or being
true because another entity holds or is true; presumably, an adequate analysis will
countenance various types of explanation (e.g., causal, unificationist, constitutive,
grounding, essentialist). Such explanations must of course be adequate. We will also
remain neutral about the precise conditions of adequacy governing such explana-
tions; presumably, explanation brings with it its own standard of assessment, and
arguably such standards are sometimes domain-specific. Throughout, we elide
‘adequate,’ speaking simply of ‘explanation’ and ‘explaining.’
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also embody divergent desiderata, at least insofar as a view may ren-
der a datum likely without explaining it. This is, for example, one way
of interpreting the charge that realism fails to account for the rela-
tion between moral and non-moral features, as codified by various
moral supervenience theses: it renders the supervenience of the
moral on the non-moral likely, but fails to explain it (or certain of its
features). The idea that a view explains a datum without accommodat-
ing it is less straightforward. Arguably, in most and perhaps all cases,
if a view explains a datum—citing that in virtue of which it holds—
then the datum will be likely, given that view. Perhaps there are
exceptions in which explanation does not entail accommodation. But
we can afford to remain neutral about this matter here.22

The Tri-level Method posits a minimal condition of adequacy on a
view: it must fare well with respect to both the Accommodation and
Explanatory Criteria. The basic rationale for this condition is simple:
views that do not properly address the core data in the domain under
investigation are not going to provide theoretical understanding of
their subject matter. The reason is that, by flouting the Accommoda-
tion Criterion, a view is unlikely to be accurate; by defying the
Explanatory Criterion, it is unlikely to be illuminating. But, as dis-
cussed above, a theory must be both accurate and illuminating in
order to deliver understanding. Accordingly, only views that fare well
at the first level are likely to provide understanding of—hence philo-
sophical progress regarding—their subject matter.

4.3 Level Two: The Substantiation and Integration Criteria

The first level of the Tri-level Method identifies those views that
accommodate and explain the core data to a high degree. But
addressing the core data in these ways is not enough. For views make
claims or have commitments that raise questions about themselves, as
well as about their relation to scientific theories and common sense,
and it is vital that these questions be addressed if we are to make pro-
gress in philosophy. The second level of the Tri-level Method presses
us to address higher level issues such as these.
At the second level a view is first and foremost called upon to

defend and explain—in short, to substantiate—all of the claims and
commitments made when addressing the core data at the first level. A
view affords greater understanding of its target to the extent that it
does well at this. The reason is that, by defending its claims and

22 We allow that further elaboration and refinement of our method may yield a stand
on the following possibility: there is a datum, D, that is an instance of a type, T; a
view incorporates a claim, C, that explains any instance of T, and thus explains D;
but C does not make any particular instance of T likely, and so does not
accommodate D. Were this a genuine possibility, then explanation would not entail
accommodation.
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commitments, a view becomes reason-based; by explaining its claims
and commitments, it attains robustness and enhances the prospect of
overall illumination. Consider a view that accommodates and explains
all of the core data in a domain only by invoking a set of otherwise
undefended, brute claims and commitments; when forced to choose
between such a view and an alternative view that accommodates and
explains the same data through claims and commitments that receive
independent defense and explanation (substantiation), we clearly
ought to pick the latter, which is not only more robust (e.g., it con-
tains more information) but is also better supported and offers
greater illumination.
We characterized the notion of explanation with which we’ll work

earlier. A defense of (or, equivalently, an argument for) a proposition
p consists in identifying a reason or reasons for which p is to be
believed. A view must defend and explain whatever claims (i.e., consti-
tutive theses) and commitments (i.e., implications of those theses and
their applications) it makes at the first level when accommodating
and explaining the core data. A view must also defend and explain
anything it invokes or implies in the course of defending and explain-
ing specific claims and commitments made at the first level. If those
defenses and explanations invoke further claims and commitments,
then they, too, must be defended and explained. While an ideal the-
ory might go on substantiating its claims and commitments until it
establishes that—to borrow Wittgenstein’s famous metaphor—the
spade can turn no more, the demand for substantiation will typically
be satisfied to a greater or lesser extent.
Substantiating a view consists primarily in providing defenses and

explanations of its own claims and commitments, where a view’s
explanations must not invoke the core data that they themselves
explain (on pain of circularity).23 Sometimes a view will deny that
one or more of its claims or commitments requires defense or expla-
nation. In such a case, the view must then explain why the exception
is called for.
Suppose we use the expression ‘burdens of substantiation’ to desig-

nate two classes of claims and commitments made by a view of a given
domain: the claims and commitments made by the view at the first
level, when accommodating and explaining the core data, and the
claims and commitments made by the view when defending and
explaining its own claims and commitments. (It should be clear from
this stipulation that the contents of the burdens of substantiation
always depend on the particular view in question.) This stipulation
allows us to succinctly state:

23 We allow that a view’s defenses of its claims and commitments may invoke the core
data that they themselves accommodate or explain, as in a case of abductive defense.
Note, however, that it is not the core data alone that provide the needed defense;
additional claims, in all likelihood substantive ones (e.g., that the claim or commit-
ment in question provides the best explanation of a datum), will be needed.
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The Substantiation Criterion: A view of a given domain must discharge
its burdens of substantiation, or at least explain why it is not
required to do so.

We turn now to the second criterion embedded in our method’s
second level, which we call

The Integration Criterion: A view of a given domain must integrate with
our best picture of the world, or modest extensions thereof, or at
least explain why the absence of such integration is unproblematic,

where a view V integrates with φ only if the truth of V is compatible with
the truth of φ. Let us comment on this criterion and its primary ratio-
nale. The phrase ‘best picture of the world’ is to be understood in a
broad and relatively non-committal way to designate a set of uncontro-
versial claims, such as those furnished by our best physics, biology,
chemistry, medicine, logic, and a broadly commonsensical conception
of what was, is, will be, might be, must be, and could have been. Modest
extensions of our best picture of the world are to be understood as fur-
ther claims that are warranted by uncontroversial patterns of inferential
reasoning from the claims that are already included in this set. The pri-
mary rationale for demanding integration with our best picture of the
world is that, in the absence of such integration, a view lacks the coher-
ence displayed by theories that yield understanding.24

Unsurprisingly, it is a complex matter to specify, at any given time,
what is furnished by our broadly commonsensical conception of the
world. For present purposes, we may take it that a claim is located
within that conception only if it is accepted by both you and us; we may
take it as a sufficient condition that the claim be common ground
between your family and ours. That lightning tends to signal rain, that a
goldfish left out of water will die, that being hit often hurts, that most
human beings know their own names—these make the cut. That a par-
ticular metaethical view such as moral realism or constructivism is true
(or false), or that a specific philosophical thesis such as the Principle of
Sufficient Reason is correct (or incorrect), does not.25

24 Notice that this rationale encompasses the idea that an adequate theory must be
well-positioned to respond to a range of objections—in particular, according to the
Integration Criterion, those objections emanating from what we independently take
ourselves to know about ourselves and the world we inhabit.

25 We have offered (i) a general characterization of the notion of the best picture of the
world, (ii) identified a substantive necessary condition for inclusion picture, and (iii)
proposed a substantive sufficient condition for inclusion therein. This triangulation
and the accompanying examples provide an informative initial explication of the
notion of the best picture of the world, which distinguishes it from various other
notions (e.g., Descartes’ “preconceived opinions,” Bourdieu’s habitus, and Searle’s
“Background” and “Network”), while respecting the prospect of further elaboration
and refinement.
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Some philosophical views clearly conflict with what is included in
or implied by our broadly commonsensical conception of the world,
and hence with our best picture of the world. Of course, these views
might deny that such conflict is problematic. They will not completely
avoid the need to address the lack of integration, however, for an ade-
quate view must then explain why the conflict it posits is unproblem-
atic—per the final clause in the Integration Criterion.
The Substantiation and Integration Criteria that make up the sec-

ond level of the Tri-level Method go well beyond the Accommodation
and Explanatory Criteria that compose its first level. For both criteria
at level two concern not the accommodation and explanation of data
by a view, per level one, but the defense and explanation of that
view’s own claims and commitments, compatibly with our best picture
of the world. At the same time, the two levels are complementary:
when the Substantiation and Integration Criteria are fulfilled (to a
high degree) in conjunction with fulfillment of the Accommodation
and Explanatory Criteria (again, to a high degree), the resulting view
is not only on track to be accurate, illuminating, reason-based, robust, and
coherent, it is also poised to achieve the orderliness that is characteristic
of theories that promote understanding of their subject matter.

4.4 Level Three: The Virtue Criterion

Suppose that two or more views do a roughly equally good job at both
the first and second levels. This means that they will be roughly on a
par with respect to accommodating and explaining the core data, sub-
stantiating the claims and commitments needed to do so, and achiev-
ing compatibility with our best picture of the world (or modest
extensions thereof). In any such case—and only in such cases—the
Tri-level Method dictates that we then apply another criterion in
order to determine which view is best positioned to yield understand-
ing. This criterion calls for possession of theoretical virtues; candi-
dates include simplicity, naturalness, fruitfulness, and beauty.26 Such
are the topic of

The Virtue Criterion: Other things being equal, a view of a given
domain must be more theoretically virtuous than its rivals.

There are several points to make about this criterion and its
motivation.
First, as indicated by the prefatory clause ‘all else being equal,’ the

Virtue Criterion does not have the same application conditions as the

26 We discuss simplicity below. For advocates of naturalness and fruitfulness, see e.g.
Weatherson (2003) and Rayo (2013), respectively; cp. Lewis (1986, 3–5), Sider (2011,
§2.3), and Paul (2012). See Kriegel (2013, §3) for critical discussion of the role of
putative theoretical virtues in certain areas of philosophy.
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other four criteria. The Virtue Criterion is relevant when and only
when there are two or more views that are more or less equal with
respect to the four criteria at the first two levels. In effect, the Virtue
Criterion plays only a tie-breaking role. Since the first four criteria will
often suffice to identify one view as better than its rivals, there will be
a wide range of cases—most cases, we suspect—in which this fifth cri-
terion has no role to play whatsoever.
Second, most philosophers have thought that, all else being

equal, we should prefer views that are more virtuous—for example,
simpler, more natural, more fruitful, more beautiful, etc.—than
their rivals. Because our method is designed with an eye toward
promoting understanding, it ratifies this preference if, but only if,
such virtuosity is conducive to understanding when all else is equal.
Any alleged virtues that do not contribute to theoretical under-
standing when all else is equal fail to qualify as theoretical virtues,
and thus fail to be relevant to the Virtue Criterion. We do not take
a stand here on which virtues pass muster.27

Third, the perspective on theoretical virtues encoded in the Virtue
Criterion follows from the conjunction of two claims:

(i) None of the theoretical virtues is such that its possession, all by
itself, indicates a view’s capacity to yield understanding of its
subject matter.

(ii) Once the Accommodation, Explanatory, Substantiation, and
Integration Criteria are satisfied to a high degree, then a view’s
exemplifying a given theoretical virtue will, when all else is equal,
serve as a measure of its ability to provide understanding.28

27 Two reasons explain our agnosticism; both were alluded to above. First, and as a
wholly pragmatic matter, we do not think that there will be much need for recourse
to the Virtue Criterion in making comparative evaluations of metaethical views. Sec-
ond, we are presenting the Tri-level Method at a level of abstraction that allows space
for various controversies—including debate over which putative theoretical virtues
facilitate understanding when all else is equal—to be argued about independently of
the method itself.

28 Our approach is, therefore, committed to the coherence of a normatively relevant
property F such that, when all else is equal, what has F to the greatest extent is most
φ (for some φ 6¼ F), although having F does not by itself entail being at all φ. Suppos-
ing that simplicity really does deserve a spot in the roster of theoretical virtues (i.e.,
if, but only if, it is conducive to understanding when all else is equal), then a possi-
ble value of F is being-theoretically-simpler-than when φ is being understanding-providing. A
precedent is an approach to epistemic justification on which, when all else is equal,
the perceptual experience that is clear and vivid to the greatest extent provides most
justification, although clarity and vividness do not by themselves entail that what has
them is at all justification-providing. Both are instances of the broader point that
comparative evaluation of φ-ness may be partly determined by factors that do not at
all, in isolation, determine the degree to which some item or individual exemplifies
φ. This point underwrites the conjunction of (i) and (ii).
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The conjunction can be motivated by the following sorts of considera-
tions. (To keep the discussion manageable, we will not attempt to
cover each and every putative theoretical virtue, but will focus on sim-
plicity.)
Think of a solipsist position, such as that introduced by Descartes

toward the beginning of his Meditations. This position is strikingly sim-
ply, stating that there exists exactly one person—you—and your men-
tal states. Solipsism is in many respects a much simpler view than one
that posits an external world, distinct from you, inhabited by some
untold number of types of entities and tokens of those types. And yet
solipsism is a crazy position. It is crazy largely because it so thoroughly
disregards the core data that any adequate view about what there is
must accommodate and explain (including the existence of your fel-
low human beings), fails to defend and explain its own claims and
commitments (including how there can be you and only you), and
flouts the demand to attain compatibility with our best picture of the
world. Nor does it exploit the escape clauses by explaining why it
need not do any of these things. Perhaps solipsism can account for
these data, substantiate its claims and commitments, and achieve com-
patibility with (at least modest extensions of) our best picture of the
world, or satisfy all of the relevant escape clauses. The point is that
the bare fact that solipsism is simpler than the external world view
does not, in and of itself, promote theoretical understanding; the rel-
ative simplicity of solipsism does not speak in favor of its capacity to
yield understanding of its subject matter.
This argument for claim (i) can be extended to other putative theo-

retical virtues. It implies that while such virtues may play an important
methodological role, as many have supposed, their significance is
more restricted, and more modest, than is sometimes assumed.
Specifically, in light of the argument just given, we submit that their
role is plausibly construed in the manner described in claim (ii)—
namely, as ceteris paribus tie-breakers.29

It might be objected that the methodological role of theoretical vir-
tues is more powerful than our view allows. An alternative view is that
a theory’s virtues can tip the scales in its favor, so long as the theory
does at least reasonably well in other respects (e.g., it attains some
degree of accommodation). On this intermediate position, a simpler
theory that happens to do less well than its primary competitors

29 We are sympathetic—but not wedded—to Zagzebski’s (2001, 244) suggestion that in
some cases “understanding is achieved partly by simplifying what is understood, high-
lighting certain features and ignoring others.” Theoretical virtues may do this by, for
example, making a theory more orderly. It should be clear that neither (i) nor (ii)
requires the contentious thesis that a theoretical virtue is “a guide to truth” about a
philosophical domain (contrast, e.g., Paul (2012, 21) and Sider (2013, §1)). Nor do
these claims take a stand on whether the virtuosity of a theory, in and of itself, some-
times renders acceptance of the theory reasonable or justified. For helpful discussion
of simplicity, see Sober (2015).
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vis-�a-vis the Accommodation, Explanatory, Substantiation, and Integra-
tion Criteria could still be deemed best, if its competitors are incredi-
bly ungainly in comparison.
We find this objection unpersuasive. We have argued that the

Accommodation, Explanatory, Substantiation, and Integration Criteria
are constitutively linked to a series of important properties, concern-
ing the extent to which a theory is accurate, reason-based, illuminat-
ing, robust, orderly, and coherent. If a theory fares poorly in
comparison to its rivals in light of those criteria, then it is less likely
than its rivals to possess these six properties to the highest degree. It
follows that the theory is not the one that is most likely to facilitate
understanding—even if it far surpasses its competitors with respect to
simplicity (or is more theoretically virtuous in other respects). That is
just what our view of theoretical virtues implies.
It bears emphasizing—as a fourth and final point about the Virtue

Criterion—that our discussion has focused on theoretical virtues. That
is, we have been considering the virtuosity of a theory, and hence the
significance of the being-theoretically-more-virtuous-than relation (whose
relata are only whole theories or views). For all we have said, appeals
to simplicity and various other putative virtues might have another
kind of significance when what is at issue is, say, the explanation of
particular phenomena, such as elements of the core data. In that
case, we might note that one theory’s explanation of some phe-
nomenon is more virtuous than the explanation provided by some
other view. But that would bear upon the wholesale evaluation of
these theories only indirectly, if at all, since it would not imply that
the former theory is virtuous, nor that it is more virtuous than the lat-
ter, and it would not imply that the former is more likely than the lat-
ter to provide understanding.

4.5 Implications for the Practical and Theoretical Questions

The set of instructions implied by the Tri-level Method’s constituent
criteria supplies substantial practical guidance for theory construction;
its characterization of assessment and comparison provide a means by
which to determine the individual and relative merits of a theory. Put-
ting these together, we may articulate the core practical and theoreti-
cal content of

The Tri-level Method: When constructing a theory, a theorist ought to
articulate a set of claims and commitments that (i) satisfy, to the
highest degree possible, the Accommodation, Explanatory, Substan-
tiation, and Integration Criteria, and (ii) possess (to the extent pos-
sible) virtues relevant to the Virtue Criterion. The best theory is the
one that satisfies the first four criteria—and, as relevant, the Virtue
Criterion—to the highest degree relative to its rivals.
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We argued above that this method is constitutively linked to under-
standing, insofar as its constituent criteria are such that their applica-
tion delivers, as output, a theory that is accurate, reason-based,
illuminating, robust, orderly, and coherent.30 This makes it impor-
tantly different from the four methods considered in §3. However, as
should be clear, the Tri-level Method does not wholly disavow those
methods; instead, we believe it incorporates what is right, while jetti-
soning what is not, in each of those precursors. That the Tri-level
Method is constitutively linked to understanding also underwrites its
capacity to help resolve the practical and theoretical dimensions of
the problem of progress.31

5. Existential and Comparative Progress

We have proposed a method that answers the practical and theoreti-
cal questions. We now turn to the existential and comparative ques-
tions. These linger behind the long-standing and influential charge
that philosophy’s progress with respect to its central questions does
not measure up to that made in mathematics and the natural
sciences. Bertrand Russell famously articulated the charge in The Prob-
lems of Philosophy:

If you ask a mathematician, a mineralogist, a historian, or any other
man of learning, what definite body of truths has been ascertained
by his science, his answer will last as long as you are willing to lis-
ten. But if you put the same question to a philosopher, he will, if
he is candid, have to confess that his study has not achieved posi-
tive results such as have been achieved by other sciences.32

Although Russell frames the contrast in “positive results” in terms of a
“definite body of truths,” that particular measure—rather than

30 Importantly, the constitutive link between the Tri-level Method and theoretical
understanding will remain on any plausible elaboration and refinement of the Tri-
level Method’s key notions.

31 The efficacy of using the Tri-level Method will depend on several factors, including our
ability to identify competing theories’ remainders (per §4.1), spot adequate defenses
and explanations of their claims and commitments (per §4.3), and (as needed) deter-
mine their comparative virtuosity (per §4.4). We are not in the business of presenting
algorithms or metamethods for such identifying, spotting, and determining. What we
are doing is presenting a method that locates the sorts of criteria whose satisfaction by
a view implies that it is poised to promote understanding of a subject matter. We can
say, in general terms, what the key notions in those criteria—accommodation, explana-
tion, substantiation, integration, and virtuosity—amount to, as well as how they inter-
act. What we cannot do in the compass of this article is to defend a single (and
doubtless contentious) specification of those notions, of the kind required to formu-
late and implement the relevant metamethods.

32 Russell (1912, 154–5).
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theoretical understanding—is incidental to his central negative thesis,
namely, that philosophy compares unfavorably with other intellectual
fields in respect to progress regarding their central questions.
This thesis continues to be widely accepted.33 However, we believe it
to be unwarranted, being based on an illicit slide between two types
of questions. Distinguishing them serves not only to mitigate the
force of charges such as Russell’s but also helps to showcase the
Tri-level Method’s role in addressing the existential and comparative
dimensions of the problem of progress.
A field’s central questions divide into two types: those concerning

the field’s fundamental questions, whose resolutions are among the
field’s ultimate (perhaps even constitutive) aims at any time, and
those that concern its foremost questions at a specific time, whose reso-
lutions are among the field’s immediate aims at a given time. (Resolu-
tions of foremost questions may but need not contribute to
resolutions of fundamental questions.) The distinction is intuitive and
can be illustrated by calling to mind questions from non-philosophical
disciplines.
Consider the natural sciences: On the one hand are questions con-

cerning, say, the history of the universe (including its origins, if any
there be), the basic building blocks of matter, and the earliest genesis
of life (its how and when). On the other hand are questions concern-
ing, say, the existence and character of the Higgs boson, the consis-
tency of principles of special relativity and quantum mechanics, the
sources of altruistic motivation, and the structure of the human gen-
ome. Although those on the latter list are of great importance, and
can be counted among the foremost questions in contemporary scien-
tific investigation, they are not fundamental to their respective fields
in the same way as those on the former list.34 The distinction also has
application in mathematics, where the fundamental questions argu-
ably concern, inter alia, the structure of the natural numbers and the
distribution of primes. In contrast, the twenty-three mathematical
problems famously articulated by David Hilbert in 1900 delineate not
the fundamental questions of mathematics, but rather (in Hilbert’s
own words) specific questions “which the science of to-day sets and
whose solution” is—or, we should now say, was—of foremost interest
and importance, bearing “deep significance . . . for the advance of
mathematical science” in the twentieth century.35

Philosophy, too, has its fundamental questions: these concern, inter
alia, free will, personal identity, skepticism, universals, the mind–body
relation, God, and morality (understood broadly to include both

33 We cite several examples below (see note 39). For a recent example in a popular
venue, see Papineau (2017).

34 We allow that the distinction between fundamental and foremost questions is not
always sharp but may mark poles on a continuum.

35 Hilbert (1902, 437–8).
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normative ethics and metaethics). Each of these questions belongs to
and helps to determine the contours of particular subfields within
philosophy. While these questions are certainly on the radar of con-
temporary philosophers, much philosophical research in each of
these subfields over the past few decades is perhaps best understood
as devoted to far more specific questions, which are not fundamental
in the same way, but are plausibly classified as the foremost questions
at the time. These include questions about the relation between con-
sciousness and behavior (philosophy of mind),36 the varieties of epis-
temic luck (epistemology), the basic features of metaphysical
grounding (metaphysics), and the connection between moral reasons
and motivation (metaethics).
It should be clear that when it comes to the fundamental questions

of the natural sciences, mathematics, and philosophy, we’ve not yet
achieved the level of theoretical understanding to which we aspire. At
the same time, we have achieved substantial understanding with
respect to many of the foremost questions in each of these fields.
For an example of the latter achievement in philosophy (we

return to the former below), consider again the domain of
metaethics. Contemporary metaethical theories agree on the follow-
ing claims about the connection between moral reasons and moti-
vation: (i) There is the notion of a normative reason, or
consideration that favors action, and (ii) there is also the notion of
a motivating reason, or that in light of which an agent acts. While
(iii) the two sorts of reasons are distinct, (iv) in certain conditions,
normative reasons and motivating reasons may converge. Regarding
distinctness, (v) all of an agent’s motivating reasons bear an inti-
mate relation R to her psychology (e.g., her motivating reasons are
identical to, grounded in, or enabled by her mental states),
whereas (vi) it is unclear whether this is so for all of her normative
reasons. Furthermore, (vii) when an agent does in fact access her
normative reasons, they too can bear R to her psychology. All seven
of these claims are reason based, and with respect to the connec-
tion between moral reasons and motivation, they are accurate,
robust, illuminating, coherent, and orderly. In this way, they jointly
realize the six features of theoretical understanding, and represent
substantial progress regarding a foremost question of contemporary
metaethics.
Notice that by endorsing these seven claims about the connec-

tion between moral reasons and motivation, contemporary metaethi-
cal theories are able to better accommodate and explain the relevant
data about moral reasons than their predecessors. The claims have

36 Seminal discussions include Putnam (1963), Searle (1980), and Block (1981) and
(1995).
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also been substantiated, and efforts have been made to show that
they hold the promise of being integrated with our best picture of
the world, to a greater extent than claims about this connection
made by earlier views. Given our earlier contention that the Tri-
level Method is constitutively linked to understanding, it should
come as no surprise that realization of the six features of theoreti-
cal understanding correlates with satisfaction of the method’s four
main criteria in this way.
This illustrates how the Tri-level Method positions us to identify

progress with respect to the foremost questions in philosophy, and
more importantly, to explain how such progress has occurred:
namely, through success at accommodation, explanation, substantia-
tion, and integration with respect to the subject matters of those ques-
tions.37 The method also helps to explain why there has been
progress to some extent with respect to philosophy’s fundamental ques-
tions. But it does so while also helping to explain why there has been
a relative paucity of progress with respect to those questions.38 For—
and here is the explanation—philosophers have not constructed well-
substantiated views that accommodate and explain most or all of the
central features (core data) of the subject matters of the fundamental
questions, compatibly with our best picture of the world. Still, insofar
as they have done so with regard to a wide range of the subject mat-
ters of the foremost questions, as illustrated above, they have devel-
oped views that vindicate the claim that there has been genuine
progress in philosophy.
Let us take stock. In preceding sections we argued that the Tri-

level Method paves the way for answers to the practical and theo-
retical questions. This section has argued for three further, interre-
lated conclusions, in reply to the existential and comparative
questions.

37 Our claim is not that the construction of views that satisfy the Tri-level Method’s cri-
teria has always been intentional; rather, we suspect that in many cases philosophers
have intended to satisfy criteria invoked by other methods (e.g., the Method of Argu-
ment) and have happened, in so doing, to satisfy the Accommodation, Explanation,
Substantiation, or Integration Criteria. We also allow that a comprehensive explana-
tion of epistemic progress with respect to the foremost questions of philosophy will
cite other factors, such as the uncovering of core data.

38 We accept this explanandum. Our position thus contrasts with Stoljar’s (2017) inter-
esting reply to what we have called the comparative problem. As we understand his
view, he maintains that (in our terminology) philosophers have not merely answered
many foremost questions but have resolved some of the field’s fundamental ones; he
cites physicalism’s answer to the mind-body problem, as against Descartes’ dualistic
answer. We are not ready to sign up for this Herculean contention, even when it is
nuanced in the way that Stoljar advises (viz., through a fine-grained analysis of
problems).
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The first conclusion is the rejection of Russell’s negative thesis, in
conjunction with a diagnosis of its allure: it is owed in part to a failure
to distinguish fundamental questions from foremost ones. We do not
contend that this distinction shows that philosophy is on par with
mathematics and the natural sciences with regard to their respective
questions, only that it reveals that the situation is not nearly as bad as
many (including Russell) have implied.39

We have also—as our second conclusion—shown how, with respect
to foremost questions, the Tri-level Method helps to explain philo-
sophical progress, by identifying its probable source: with respect to a
range of such questions, philosophers have developed views that sat-
isfy the Tri-level Method’s criteria to a fairly high degree.40 Unsurpris-
ingly, they have not done so with respect to philosophy’s fundamental
questions, whose scope and complexity often render the task of con-
structing views that satisfy the Tri-level Method’s criteria to a high
degree extraordinarily difficult.
In effect—this is our third conclusion—the Tri-level Method helps

to explain the general (but innocent) paucity of progress with respect
to those questions.41

Of course, there is a sense in which advancement even with respect
to philosophy’s foremost questions has been slow and haphazard;
while there has been progress on these questions, it has come in fits
and starts. But this is only to be expected, given that a method whose
basic criteria are constitutively linked to theoretical understanding, as
the Tri-level Method’s are, has not previously been formulated, much

39 It would of course be unsurprising if philosophy’s progress with respect to its funda-
mental questions compared unfavorably with progress in mathematics and the natu-
ral sciences with respect to their foremost questions. Although such comparison is
clearly problematic, it regularly plays a substantive role in critiques of philosophical
progress: see, e.g., McGinn (1993, 12), Dietrich (2010, §2), Gutting (2014, §11), and
Chalmers (2014, 9–12). The latter’s recent defense of Russell’s negative thesis con-
trasts mathematicians’ successes (or partial successes) with respect to the majority of
Hilbert’s questions, with lack of success with respect to the philosophical questions
treated in Russell’s text. But, as we have just explained, Hilbert’s questions are fore-
most, not fundamental; all, or nearly all, of the questions in Russell’s text are funda-
mental.

40 An implication is that theorists who have attempted to explain lack of progress by
appeal to our inherent cognitive limitations or to features of philosophical questions
themselves have overstated their case. Cp. McGinn (1993) on “cognitive closure.”

41 To make explicit the implications for the argument, summarized at the outset, that
introduced the problem of progress: in recognition of substantial epistemic progress
on philosophy’s foremost questions, we reject step three if ‘central questions’ is
restricted to foremost questions, whereas we reject step one if ‘central questions’ is
restricted to fundamental questions, and we reject step two if ‘central questions’ cov-
ers both fundamental and foremost questions. Either way, the anti-progress conclu-
sion is averted (and not simply because we reject, for the reasons given earlier, step
one’s emphasis on true answers).
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less fully implemented. Here, too, we believe that, with suitable
methodological discipline, progress is within reach.42
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