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[I]nquiry is really best advanced by people with a genuine desire to find 
out how things are, who will be more persistent, less dogmatic, and more 
candid than sham reasoners seeking only to make a case for some 
foregone conclusion…(15) 

But then she goes on to say: “except that, since it is a tautology that inquiry aims at 
the truth, the sham reasoner is not really engaged in inquiry at all” (15). So in fact 
the sin supposedly at the heart of feminist philosophy – that of conflating political 
reasons and epistemic reasons – turns out, even on Haack’s view, to be a conceptual 
impossibility. So then Haack shifts to accusing feminist philosophers of a different 
sin: that of pretending to inquire into the truth when in fact they are only advancing 
views they think politically expedient. 

But there is an difference between believing a proposition because it’s politically 
useful, and advancing a proposition that one doesn’t believe because it’s politically 
useful. The first activity, if it’s even possible, involves the conflation of practical and 
epistemic reasons, and so is a fortiori a deficient form of inquiry. The second activity, 
that of advancing a claim that one does not believe, involves no such conflation: on 
one hand there is the epistemic question of what we take to be true, and on the other 
the practical question of what we try to get other people to believe. So now I want to 
ask: can a philosopher argue for a claim that she doesn’t believe because it would be 
politically good if others believe it? Would such a person still count as a philosopher, 
or would she be a sham reasoner? 

It might seem that the answer to that question is obvious. Insofar as feminist 
philosophers advance claims that they do not themselves believe, but because those 
claims are amenable to feminist projects, they are engaged in an activity that is not 
philosophy at all, but ideological warfare. Feminist philosophy of this sort really is a 
contradiction in terms, really does rest on a mistake. 

But I want to apply some pressure to that thought. I want to suggest that at least in 
some cases it’s philosophically legitimate to argue for views that one does not 
oneself hold. And I want to suggest that this is something philosophers do very 
often. 

For example, when I write and talk about epistemology, I often advocate for an 
externalist conception of epistemic justification. And in so doing, I offer reasons for 
believing that externalism is true, and reasons for believing that internalism is false. 
Indeed I present myself as believing that externalism is true, and that internalism is 
false. But in reality I’m not convinced that there is really a substantive debate here. 
For I think there are many concepts of epistemic justification, some externalist and 
some internalist, and so it doesn’t really make sense to talk about which is the 
‘correct’ theory of epistemic justification. In some sense, I am inclined to think that 
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internalists and externalists are having a merely verbal dispute, talking past each 
other. So I don’t really believe that externalism is true and that internalism is false, 
although I present myself as believing just that. So why do I this? 

I engage in the debate, and present myself as believing in externalism, because I 
think there is a good question about which concept of justification is best to use – by 
which I mean, which concept of justification can be best put in service of radical 
politics. My own view is that externalist epistemology has enormous radical political 
potential, for reasons I won’t go into here. But suffice to say when I offer arguments 
for epistemic externalism, I am not making a claim about what justification really is, 
but instead am trying to persuade others to adopt a concept of justification that I 
think will advance justice. Of course, if enough people were to join me in doing this,
and our efforts were successful, then our concept of justification really would be 
externalist, precisely because the content of our concepts is determined by how we 
use those concepts. 

It’s worth comparing here the project that the feminist philosopher and 
metaphysician Sally Haslanger describes as ‘ameliorative metaphysics’. When we 
attend to a concept like race or woman or terrorism, we can and do ask ourselves a 
descriptive question: what is the content of this concept, what are its necessary and 
sufficient conditions? Sometimes what we will find, especially with concepts that 
describe the social rather than natural world, are warring conceptions of the same 
concept, or many overlapping but distinct concepts. We should then, Haslanger 
argues, ask ourselves a prescriptive question: which of these warring 
conceptualisations or concepts best serve our needs, which is to say the needs of 
justice? And finally, we should explicitly exhort others to adopt one concept over 
another on the basis that doing so better serves our political ends. 

It is important to see that Haslanger’s ameliorative metaphysics is not a radical 
break from philosophy as it is normally practiced. Consider, for example, Nelson 
Goodman’s infamous predicates grue and bleen. Why should we prefer to use our 
predicates green and blue over grue and bleen? The conventional metaphysican’s 
answer is that green and blue, but not grue and bleen, cut ‘nature at its joints’, 
fitting more closely with the underlying natural properties we aspire to track. That 
is, green and blue serve our practical interests better than grue and bleen. Here too 
we have ameliorative metaphysics, a metaphysics that moves beyond description to 
prescription. 

What is new in Haslanger’s approach is first her insistence that ethical and political
ends are just as legitimate metrics of conceptual aptness as the end of ‘cutting nature 
at its joints’. Second, the novelty of Haslanger’s approach rests in her 
recommendation that we be explicit and self-conscious when we engage in 
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