Rawls and the Method of Reflective Equilibrium
In his 1951 paper, “Outline of a Decision Procedure for Ethics”, John Rawls's goal is to find a method for generating reliable, general moral principles, a method that will resemble the “scientific” method of arriving at general scientific principles.  That is, Rawls wants us to begin with moral “data,” and to generate general moral principles via induction from these data.  
The data, according to Rawls, should be the “considered moral judgments” (i.e., intuitive judgments about particular cases) of “competent moral judges”.  The general moral principles will be the “explication” of those particular judgments.

A Competent Moral Judge must:
· have at least average intelligence

· have basic knowledge of the world, of the consequences of frequently performed actions, etc.

· be reasonable

have a sympathetic knowledge of human interests

A Considered Moral Judgment must be one:
· for which the judge will not be punished

· by which the judge does not stand to gain

· concerning an actual, particular case which is not too difficult or weird

· based on careful inquiry into the facts of the case

· that the judge feels sure about

· that other competent moral judges agree on

· that is intuitive (i.e., not based on a general principle)
An Explication of these Considered Moral Judgments must be:
· a set of general principles

· arrived at inductively (typically)

· consistent with those considered moral judgments

· such that, if applied to the same particular cases, would yield the same judgments that the competent moral judges made

· capable of being formulated in ordinary language

· understandable by an ordinary person

· comprehensive

· as simple and “elegant” as possible
The “fit” between Particular Moral Judgments and General Moral Principles:

We want the principles in our explication to fit the data, of course.   And the way to test for this is, as above to see whether, when applied to the same particular cases, they would yield the same answers.  There’s no very good reason to suppose that there would be a perfect fit between our cmj’s and our general principles the first time round, so we have to modify one side or the other to bring them into alignment.  For example, we may have to qualify or revise a general principle to make it cover some particular judgments it did not cover initially.  And then we test them for fit again.  If they do fit perfectly, fine, but if not, we need to adjust them again, and so on.  
Crucially, the adjustments need not always be on the side of the general principles.  If we have a simple, elegant, “natural-seeming” general principle that covers 999 of our original 1000 particular judgments, we may, for the sake of simplicity and elegance, choose to drop or revise the one particular considered moral judgment with which it does not fit.

Anyway, we keep moving back and forth, tinkering with one side or the other, until we bring the two sides, data and theory, into perfect alignment, which Rawls calls “reflective equilibrium”.

The Upshot:
So, the considered moral judgments of competent moral judges will be our data, the explication of these data will be our general moral principles.  Rawls hopes that, since our data are reliable, these principles will be reliable, too--and ones that the average person could apply to everyday situations with confidence.  According to Rawls:

Since the principles explicate the considered judgments of competent judges, and since these judgments are more likely than any other judgments to represent the mature convictions of competent men as they have been worked out under the most favorable existing conditions, the invariant in what we call “moral insight”, if it exists, is more likely to be approximated by the principles of a successful explication than by principles which a man might fashion out of his own head.  Individual predilections will tend to be cancelled out once the explication has included judgments of many persons made on a wide variety of cases.  Thus the fact that the principles constitute a comprehensive explication of the considered judgments of competent judges is a reason for accepting them.  (1951, p. 60)
Questions for further thought:  Is this a good response to the moral skeptic?  It does seem to be how we reason on other topics:  is there something about ethics that makes it inappropriate to reason thus about ethics?
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