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Abstract
When we’re inquiring to find out whether p is true, knowing that we’ll get better evidence
in the future seems like a good reason to suspend judgment about p now. But, as Matt
McGrath has recently argued, this natural thought is in deep tension with traditional
accounts of justification. On traditional views of justification, which doxastic attitude
you are justified in having now depends on your current evidence, not on what you
might learn later. McGrath proposes to resolve this tension by distinguishing between
different ways of having a neutral attitude. I argue that McGrath’s account is unable to
account for the full range of cases in which an agnostic attitude is warranted. We can
remedy this by pairing his account with my theory of transitional and terminal attitudes,
which claims that attitudes are justified in different ways depending on whether they are
formed in intermediate stages of deliberation or as conclusions of deliberation. I compare
my view with an alternative, more parsimonious one, according to which deliberation
itself is a source of new evidence. I argue that this alternative proposal is faced with a
dilemma: it either generates a vicious regress, or it fails to capture the relevant cases.
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1. Introduction

When we’re inquiring to find out whether p is true, knowing that we’ll get better evi-
dence in the future seems like a good reason to suspend judgment about p now. But this
very natural thought is in deep tension with traditional accounts of justification
(McGrath 2021a, 2021b). On traditional views of justification, which doxastic attitude
you are justified in having now depends on your current evidence, not on what you
might learn later. McGrath proposes to resolve this tension by distinguishing between
different ways of having a neutral attitude.

Although McGrath’s account helps explain our starting intuition while preserving trad-
itional epistemological commitments, his account is unable to account for the full range of
cases in which an agnostic attitude is warranted, or so I will argue. We can remedy this by
pairing his account with my theory of transitional and terminal attitudes (Staffel 2019,
2021), which claims that attitudes are justified in different ways depending on whether
they are formed in intermediate stages of deliberation or as conclusions of deliberation.
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This account of doxastic attitudes and their justification is traditional in spirit, but it
is not very parsimonious in that it postulates two, rather than one standard of justifi-
cation for doxastic attitudes. I will examine whether it is possible to avoid this by claim-
ing that deliberation itself is a source of new evidence. I argue that this proposal is faced
with a dilemma: it either generates a vicious regress, or it fails to capture the relevant
cases. I conclude that the prospects are dim for a view that accounts for all cases in
which an agnostic attitude is warranted while being both traditionalist and
parsimonious.

2. The impact of future evidence on justified neutrality

We often take our future epistemic position into account when we decide what to think
right now. By tomorrow, I might have forgotten some of the information I just acquired
about different cellphone plans, so it seems like I should decide right now which one is
better. By contrast, the fact that tomorrow Consumer Reports will publish a guide to
buying cellphone plans seems like a good reason to suspend judgment now about
which plan to purchase. Yet, standard accounts of epistemic justification or rationality
don’t make room for these factors.1 As McGrath (2021a, 2021b) points out, it is often
thought that only epistemic factors are relevant to which doxastic attitude regarding
some claim p is propositionally (ex ante) justified for an agent. Epistemic factors
include, for example, how much the agent’s evidence supports p, or whether they
know or appreciate how much their evidence supports p. Epistemic factors don’t
include whether the agent will have better or worse evidence in the future, whether
their cognitive acuity will be better or worse in the future, how likely it is that they
could come to know that p if they inquired further, or how much they value finding
out about whether p is true.2

I will not discuss the merits of abandoning traditionalism here – for the purposes of
this paper, I will side with McGrath against allowing non-epistemic factors to bear on
epistemic justification. Instead, I will examine his “divide and conquer” strategy for
accommodating our intuitions while preserving traditionalism and argue that we
need to divide and conquer more than he assumes. To see how his proposal works,
let’s focus on the following case:

DNA evidence #1:
Detective Fletcher is solving a difficult murder. She has learned many facts about
the case, but still hasn’t figured out who did it. She knows that the results from the
DNA analysis will arrive tomorrow and most likely be decisive.

1I will not distinguish between justification and rationality for the purposes of this paper. However, if
you think they are different, my arguments are better interpreted as pertaining to rationality, insofar as
rationality is an internalist notion.

2Notable exceptions are, e.g., Lackey (2008) and Goldberg (2016), who argue that evidence that the agent
doesn’t have, but should have had, can be relevant to whether their attitudes are epistemically justified.
According to Goldberg, if there is evidence that the agent doesn’t have, but should have had, which
would diminish the degree of justification of some attitude the agent has, then the agent’s attitude is down-
graded to that degree, regardless of whether the agent actually possesses the evidence. For those who are
attracted to this view, I recommend distinguishing between rationality and justification. I think
Goldberg’s view is far more plausible when applied to justification (construed in a somewhat externalist
way) than when applied to rationality, which is arguably an internalist notion. The arguments in this
paper are then best read as pertaining to rationality.
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This case is intended to elicit the intuition that the fact that Fletcher knows she’ll get
better evidence tomorrow makes it justified for her to suspend judgment now about
who did it. But as we just saw, a traditional account of justification can’t deliver this
verdict. McGrath proposes to account for cases like this by distinguishing between
two ways of being neutral: the first way is to suspend judgment, and the second way
is to be agnostic (McGrath 2021a).3

Suspending judgment, on McGrath’s view, is not a doxastic attitude. Rather, “to sus-
pend judgment on a question is to put off belief-forming judgment, that is, to omit it
because one aims to have it later (and not before), or when and only when certain con-
ditions obtain (which one does not yet believe obtain).” The way in which one suspends
judgment (i.e., the product) is usually by postponing the process of deliberating until
later. Since suspending judgment in this sense is not a doxastic state, we can admit
that non-epistemic factors can be relevant to whether or not suspending is appropriate
for a given agent at a particular time.

By contrast, when an agent is agnostic, this means that they have a neutral doxastic
attitude. McGrath proposes “‘being agnostic whether p’ to mean having an intermediate
state of confidence concerning whether p, i.e., having states of confidence for p and ∼p
such that one’s state of confidence for p is neither strong enough for belief that p nor
low enough for disbelief.” Because being agnostic is a genuine doxastic attitude, the
traditionalist view McGrath endorses limits the factors that can be relevant to whether
it is justified to standard epistemic factors, such as the agent’s evidence and their appre-
ciation of its significance.

With this distinction in mind, we can explain what’s going on in DNA evidence #1.
Before receiving the test result, Fletcher is both agnostic about who the murderer is,
and she is also suspending judgment about it. She is justified in being in both of these
states, but for different reasons. Her current agnostic attitude is propositionally (and dox-
astically) justified by purely epistemic factors: her current evidence doesn’t support high
confidence that any particular suspect is the murderer. Her suspension of judgment is jus-
tified by non-epistemic factors: she is justified in waiting to make up her mind because she
knows that it will be more fruitful to deliberate about who the murderer is once she learns
about the results of the DNA test. Hence, by distinguishing two ways in which Fletcher is
neutral regarding who the murderer is, we can both accommodate the intuitive relevance
of the forthcoming test results and retain our commitment to a traditionalist view of
what’s relevant to the epistemic justification of our doxastic attitudes.

3. A problem case

The distinction between being agnostic and suspending judgment gives us an elegant
way of accounting for our intuitions about DNA evidence #1 without adopting a revi-
sionist view of justification. But it runs into trouble in a slight variation of the case:

DNA evidence #2:
Detective Fletcher is solving a difficult murder. She has learned many facts about
the case, but still hasn’t figured out who did it. She knows that the results from the

3He also introduces a third stance, which is to have an inquiring attitude. Having an inquiring attitude
involves aiming to figure out a question or having it on one’s research agenda. It is not a genuine doxastic
attitude, which is why non-epistemic factors can be relevant to justifying having an inquiring attitude
toward p. McGrath’s take on this is not immediately relevant to our discussion here, so I won’t discuss
it further.
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DNA analysis will arrive tomorrow and most likely be decisive. She decides to wait
until tomorrow to think more about the case. Fletcher doesn’t realize that the evi-
dence she has right now already points to the gardener being the murderer. She
could figure this out if she thought about it for another couple of hours, but
she won’t; she’s decided to postpone further deliberation until she learns the
test result.

Our intuition about this case seems to be the same as in the first version: Fletcher seems
justified both in being agnostic now and in suspending judgment until she receives the
test result.4 But there is an important difference between #1 and #2: Fletcher’s initial evi-
dence (without the DNA test) is inconclusive regarding who the murderer is in #1. By
contrast, it supports high confidence in the gardener being the murderer in #2, even
though recognizing this would require some additional deliberation about the evidence.

This creates a problem for McGrath’s traditionalist account, because it can’t explain
why Fletcher’s initial agnostic attitude seems justified in #2. This is true regardless of
whether we assume a standard evidentialist or a reliabilist view of justification. Each
type of view implicitly or explicitly relies on a total evidence requirement, which
means that an agnostic attitude/middling credence toward some claim p can’t be pro-
positionally or doxastically justified for an agent if their total evidence supports belief/
high credence (and vice versa). This feature is important to ensure that these views can
capture cases of defeat. Since Fletcher’s total evidence incriminates the gardener, it can’t
also justify an agnostic attitude. On standard evidentialist views, a person’s total evi-
dence determines what they have propositional justification for (see, e.g., Feldman
and Conee 2001). For the person to have a doxastically justified attitude, that attitude
has to be supported by their total evidence and also be properly based on that evidence.
This is not the case in DNA evidence #2. Since Fletcher’s evidence supports a high cre-
dence that the gardener is the murderer, a middling or low credence that the gardener
did it can’t be propositionally or doxastically justified for her.

Reliabilists tend to see doxastic justification as fundamental, which is spelled out in
terms of a process that reliably produces a valuable target state. Applied to credences,
for an agent to have a doxastically justified credence, the credence must be formed
via a process that reliably leads the agent to match the objective (or evidential) probabil-
ity that is warranted by the agent’s evidence (Comesaña 2018; Dunn 2015; Pettigrew
2021; Tang 2016). A doxastic state is propositionally justified for the agent when
there is a reliable process available to the agent by which they could come to have it.
Since Fletcher’s evidence is such that she could come to see by deliberating thoroughly
that it supports high confidence in the gardener being the murderer, a reliabilist view
also can’t explain why her agnostic state (i.e., her middling confidence) about who
the murderer is seems justified. This problem is not particular to DNA evidence #2;
it generalizes. Whenever an agent is agnostic (or has a non-extreme credence) during
a deliberative process, although their total evidence supports a different attitude, stand-
ard views of justification can’t explain why the agnostic attitude is justified.5

4Some people have reported the intuition to me that Fletcher is blameworthy for not deliberating more
today. I don’t mean the case to be read that way, so let’s further assume that Fletcher is not being irrespon-
sible or lazy by putting off further deliberation until tomorrow. Even a high-powered detective deserves to
get some rest.

5An anonymous reviewer asked me whether my analysis of this and similar cases commits me to endors-
ing (i) uniqueness, or (ii) the view that sometimes agents are required (rather than merely permitted) to
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But perhaps we can appeal to an “appreciation” condition, i.e., say that Fletcher’s
agnostic attitude is justified because she currently doesn’t appreciate that her evidence
incriminates the gardener. After all, an agent’s appreciation of what their evidence sup-
ports counts as a permissible epistemic factor that can influence justification, at least
according to McGrath. It certainly seems plausible to say that Fletcher’s lack of appre-
ciation of what her evidence supports explains why she couldn’t currently have doxas-
tically justified high confidence that the gardener did it. However, standard accounts of
justification usually don’t count an agent’s current lack of appreciation of the signifi-
cance of their evidence as a factor that justifies having a particular attitude. That is
for good reason – we generally don’t want to allow an agent’s obtuseness to be a positive
contributor to the justification of their attitudes. Suppose Detective Tupper, who is
prone to jumping to conclusions, comes to believe that p is the case based on some
of his evidence e. He doesn’t appreciate that he has further evidence d that acts as a
defeater, such that e + d at best supports middling confidence in p. It seems highly
counterintuitive to say that Tupper’s belief in p is justified because he doesn’t appreciate
the significance of d, rather, we want to say the opposite, and that’s what all standard
accounts of defeat predict.

Instead, the agent’s appreciation of what their evidence supports is usually taken to
play a more principled role in traditional theories of justification. What matters for jus-
tification is whether the agent is generally capable of appreciating an evidential support
relation, not whether they currently do (see, e.g., Feldman and Conee 2001). The idea is
to relativize propositional justification to an agent’s epistemic capacities: for e to support
p for some agent, the agent must be in principle able to see the relation between e and p.
This is plausible – if it’s far too complicated for an agent to see that e supports p, we
might not want to say that an agent who possesses e has propositional justification
for p. This type of view avoids making an agent’s temporary obtuseness a positive con-
tributing factor to the justification of their attitudes. However, this means that we can’t
say that Fletcher’s agnostic attitude is propositionally or doxastically justified in DNA
evidence #2, because we have stipulated that by deliberating a bit longer, she could
come to see that her evidence points to the gardener being the murderer.

believe things. The view I propose is compatible with denying both. Regarding (i): I don’t need to claim that
there is always a unique credence or binary doxastic state that a rational agent must adopt at a particular
stage of their deliberation. To get the problem for McGrath off the ground, all that needs to be true is that
there is a difference between the attitude(s) the agent can rationally adopt while their deliberation is in pro-
gress, and the attitudes they can rationally adopt as conclusions of their reasoning (where the latter would
be the standardly assumed propositionally rational attitudes for the agent given their total evidence). This is
compatible with the idea that there could be, for example, a range of middling credences that are rational to
adopt early in the deliberation, and a range of high-ish credences that could be rational to adopt as con-
clusions.

Regarding (ii): some epistemologists think that belief is never rationally required, so being agnostic is
always permissible. If that’s the case, then Fletcher can permissibly be agnostic at all stages of her reasoning,
and the problem posed by DNA evidence #2 seems to disappear. However, this is not really going to help
McGrath: notice, first, that even if being agnostic is always permissible, this doesn’t mean that the agents
underlying credences should also stay the same throughout. The problem immediately reemerges if we
focus on the agents credences. Further, I find it plausible that at least in some cases (and DNA evidence
#2 might be one of them, depending on how the details are filled in), our evidence can be so overwhelming
that being genuinely agnostic would be irrational. Notice also that McGrath tends to gloss “being agnostic”
as having middling credences, so I can simply run with his account here. (See, e.g., Nelson (2010) for the
position that we don’t have positive epistemic duties, and see, e.g., Ichikawa (2022), Lloyd (2022), and
Simion (2023) for the opposite view)

Episteme 5

https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2024.24 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2024.24


Thus, there seems to be a fundamental tension between our intuitions: in cases like
Detective Tupper’s, we don’t want to say that the agent’s belief is justified because they
don’t appreciate that it is defeated. But in cases like Detective Fletcher’s, it seems natural
to say that their agnostic attitude is justified if they don’t yet appreciate what their evi-
dence supports. We can’t accommodate both of these intuitions on a traditional view of
justification, even if we divide the neutral stance into the states of being agnostic and
suspending judgment.

4. A possible solution

If we want to account for the intuition that Fletcher’s agnostic attitude in DNA evidence
#2 is justified, then we need to somehow depart from epistemic orthodoxy.6 One option
is to adopt the distinction between transitional attitudes and terminal attitudes that I
have recently put forth in a pair of papers (Staffel 2019, 2021). I argue that to account
for our intuitive verdicts about the rationality of attitudes we form in the process of
complex deliberation, we need to appeal to a distinctive type of attitude and standard
of justification that applies to attitudes formed in the process of reasoning, rather
than as conclusions of reasoning. I distinguish in the usual way between two compo-
nents of inquiry: learning new information, and deliberating about what it supports.
In simple cases, we can see the impact of newly learned evidence immediately without
needing to deliberate. But in more complicated cases like Fletcher’s, deliberations pro-
ceed in stages: the stage of evaluating how one’s information bears on answering some
question, and the stage of reaching a conclusion. To characterize the attitudes formed
during these two stages, I distinguish between terminal attitudes and transitional atti-
tudes. A terminal attitude is any doxastic attitude formed as the conclusion of one’s rea-
soning about how one’s evidence bears on some question q.7 By contrast, a transitional
attitude is an attitude that is formed toward a possible answer to q at the start of or
during one’s reasoning about how to answer q.

These two attitude types play different roles in our reasoning, which means that they
differ in their descriptive properties. Due to their different roles, they are also subject to
different norms of epistemic evaluation. Typically, terminal attitudes are stable unless
new evidence is gathered or the agent reopens deliberation. They are the conclusions
of deliberative processes, in which an agent determines how their information bears
on answering a particular question. They serve in the familiar way as bases for assertion,
action, and as premises in further reasoning. Transitional attitudes, by contrast, reflect
the agent’s evolving take on the question under consideration, and so they can fluctuate
as the agent keeps deliberating. They are typically not used as bases for assertion, action,
or as premises for reasoning in unrelated contexts, unless the agent is forced to rely on a
transitional attitude due to interruptions, time constraints, or other obstacles to com-
pleting their deliberation.

6What about accepting the proposal that McGrath wants to resist and saying that the forthcoming future
evidence makes it justified for Fletcher to be currently agnostic? Unfortunately, this explanation would be
insufficiently general. Consider a version of the case in which Fletcher has not yet figured out that her evi-
dence points to the gardener, so she’s agnostic/has a middling credence. Suppose further that she is not
expecting to get better evidence later. In this case, it still seems justified for her to be agnostic, at least
for now. That means the explanation of why her agnosticism is justified can’t be the prospect of getting
better evidence soon.

7A terminal attitude thus need not be a belief or disbelief. It can also be an agnostic state or any credence,
depending on what one’s evidence supports.
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With regard to what justifies these attitudes, I propose that standard theories of epi-
stemic justification like evidentialism or reliabilism are well suited for evaluating
whether terminal attitudes are justified. This was presumably their intended application
all along; hence, this part of the view aligns with epistemological orthodoxy. Departing
from orthodoxy, transitional attitudes are claimed to be justified according to a different
standard, called pro tem rationality, which takes into consideration stages of permissible
reasoning processes. A transitional attitude is rational or justified relative to how much
it is supported at the stage of reasoning the agent has reached. This idea is captured in
the following schematic account:

Pro tem propositional rationality:
A doxastic transitional attitude d is pro tem rational for an agent to adopt toward
an answer to some question q at some time t just in case
(I) the agent adopts d while using a permissible cognitive process to settle the
question q, and
(II) at t, d is suitably attuned to both (a) the evidence the agent has considered up
to t, and (b) the manner in which the evidence has been considered or processed.

This proposal can be filled in and further explicated depending on one’s particular epis-
temological commitments, but roughly, condition (I) is motivated by the idea that
agents cannot have rational transitional credences if they use a cognitive process that
is completely unsuitable for settling the question at hand, for example, thinking only
about astrological data to find a murderer.8 Condition (II) captures the idea that the
agent’s attitude should be sensitive to the stage of reasoning the agent has reached,
i.e., how much of their evidence they have incorporated into their deliberation and
how their deliberation has been conducted up to time t.

We can now account for our intuitions about Detective Tupper and Detective Fletcher
as follows: Tupper cannot justifiedly conclude that p is true because he possesses defeating
evidence, just as standardly assumed. But Fletcher’s agnostic attitude in DNA evidence #2
(and in #1!) is transitional, so what matters is whether it is supported at this intermediate
stage of her reasoning. Since she’s using ordinary reasoning about her relevant evidence as
her reasoning method, condition (I) of the definition is met. But she has not yet been able
to put together that her evidence points to the gardener, perhaps because some subtle evi-
dential connections have eluded her so far. Hence, at this stage of her deliberation, being
agnostic (and having middling or low-ish confidence) that the gardener did it is the pro
tem rational transitional attitude for her to have.

This verdict doesn’t depend on her getting more evidence later. The proposed view is
thus “traditionalist” in McGrath’s sense, because pro tem rationality does not depend on
the kinds of non-evidential factors he wants to exclude. Yet, the view is also non-
traditional in that it is not exactly parsimonious – instead of postulating one standard
of justification that applies to all doxastic attitudes, it doubles how many doxastic atti-
tudes and standards of justification there are. I will now determine whether such
extravagance can be avoided by exploring another strategy, which appeals to changes
in the agent’s evidence while they are deliberating.

8Using a permissible cognitive process is compatible with using a process that proceeds with interrup-
tions. When we deliberate about something complicated, we might need to take breaks to rest or to deal
with other tasks. This is permitted by my intended understanding of a permissible cognitive process. I
give a more complete definition of a permissible cognitive process in chapter 6 of Staffel (2024).
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5. A parsimonious alternative?

What makes it difficult to say that Fletcher’s agnostic attitude is justified in DNA evi-
dence #2 is the assumption that Fletcher’s evidence stays constant while she is reason-
ing. We might thus try out an alternative view on which Fletcher’s evidence changes as
she reasons, with additional evidence being generated by her deliberations. Call this the
evidence generation view. It doesn’t distinguish between transitional and terminal atti-
tudes and it assumes that all doxastic attitudes are evaluated by the same, traditional
standards of justification. On the evidence generation view, agents can have different jus-
tified attitudes at the beginning, middle, and end of deliberation because their evidence
changes. Their total evidence keeps increasing, because as they reason, they generate
new evidence, which changes what their total evidence supports.

Hence, in DNA evidence #2, the view says that Fletcher’s evidence doesn’t support
that the gardener did it at the beginning and middle stages of her deliberation. She’s
lacking crucial pieces of deliberation-based evidence because she has not yet discovered
the relevant evidential connections. Once she acquires more evidence that incriminates
the gardener, either via her own reasoning or from the DNA test, she becomes (more)
justified in believing/having a high credence that the gardener is the murderer.9

Although the evidence generation view seems to be able to handle the problematic
DNA evidence #2 case, it also encounters some serious problems. First, it’s not obvious
that the view can explain why Detective Tupper’s belief that p is unjustified. Since he
lacks deliberative evidence that would alert him to the relevance of the defeater he pos-
sesses, we might be forced to say that his current evidence justifies his belief. Secondly,
we’ll see that the evidence generation view falls into a vicious regress.

In Lewis Carroll’s famous paper “What Achilles said to the tortoise,” the tortoise
challenges Achilles to force her to make a logical inference (Carroll 1895). As Besson
(2018) explains, it is controversial what their dialogue teaches us, but one insight
from it appears to be that not every feature of a reasoning process that makes it justified
can be represented as a premise, since doing so generates a regress. Recently, this prob-
lem has been debated in the literature on how to formulate theories of explanationist
evidentialism, and it is also relevant in our context of evaluating the prospects of the
evidence generation view (Appley and Stoutenburg 2017; Grosz 2020; Lutz 2020).

9While this view operates with only one set of doxastic attitudes and one standard of justification, it still
has some non-conservative consequences: on the evidence generation view, it’s not true that Fletcher’s evi-
dence supports from the beginning that that the gardener did it. It only begins to support this once she
derives it. If we stick with a notion of propositional justification that relativizes what the agent is justified
to believe to the evidence they have, then we can’t say that Fletcher is propositionally justified to think that
the gardener did it from the beginning. At best we can say that she could acquire this propositional justi-
fication by reasoning. This ties propositional and doxastic justification together very tightly in ways that
standard views of justification tend to avoid.

The evidence generation view also blurs the line between inquiry and deliberation. On many standard
epistemological views, inquiry is comprised of an internal and an external component. The external com-
ponent involves empirical investigation and the acquisition of new information, whereas the internal com-
ponent involves reasoning about one’s information and processing it to figure out its impact on one’s
beliefs. For example, on Bayesian theories of learning, the external input into the model determines
which probabilities should be set to 1, whereas the conditional probabilities determine how the remaining
probabilities should be altered as a result of the external input. The evidence generation view, by contrast,
assimilates the cases of acquiring empirical evidence and of generating new evidence by gaining insight into
evidential support relations through reasoning. I won’t focus on whether those non-traditional assumptions
are worrisome, though it’s worth considering whether it’s problematic for a view to depart from orthodoxy
in these ways.
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For the evidence generation view, a problematic regress appears once we combine
three claims:

(i) What an agent is justified in believing depends on their total evidence.
(ii) Being justified in believing something requires insight into the relevant eviden-

tial support relations.10

(iii) Those insights, once the agent has them, become part of their evidence.

The regress then appears in the following way: let E be a body of evidence that logically
or probabilistically supports some claim h.

1. For S to be justified in believing some claim h, h must be supported by S’s total
evidence.

2. For S to be justified in believing h based on their total evidence E, Smust have the
insight that E supports h.

3. S’s insight that E supports h, once it obtains, becomes part of S’s evidence.
4. If (3), then this new evidence together with E yields a new body of total evidence, E*.
5. For S to be justified in believing h, S must have the insight that E* supports h.
6. S’s insight that E* supports h, once it obtains, becomes part of S’s evidence.
7. If (6), then this new evidence together with E* yields a new body of total evi-

dence, E**.
8. Rinse and repeat… (inspired by Lutz 2020)

The question is then which of the three claims that generate the regress should be
rejected. We’d like to know whether there is a way to escape the regress that lets us
hold on to a conservative and parsimonious solution to the problem of how transitional
attitudes are justified.

The first option is to deny that what an agent is justified in believing depends on
their total evidence. This blocks the regress, because the agent doesn’t necessarily
have to keep reassessing their evidence as it grows when their insights about evidential
connections are added. Unfortunately, this move won’t save the evidence generation
view. Denying a total evidence requirement means rejecting a basic assumption in
most theories of justification. But even if we could make this palatable, the resulting
view is unattractive for our purposes. If the agent need not take into consideration evi-
dence that pertains to support relations they have recognized, then the Evidence
Generation View no longer has a way of accounting for DNA Evidence #2. According
to the evidence generation view, the reason why the justified attitudes change in the
process of complex deliberations is that the agent’s evidence changes as they gain
more insight into evidential relations through reasoning. If this insight-based evidence
is not part of the total evidence the agent needs to consider in order to be justified, the
presence of this evidence can’t explain why what they are justified in thinking changes.

The second way of blocking the regress involves denying that being justified in
believing something requires insight into the relevant evidential support relation. If
this kind of insight is not needed for being justified in believing something, then the
agent doesn’t have to keep acquiring it whenever their evidence changes.
Unfortunately, this option is no more attractive than the previous one. It opens the

10It’s not important how exactly we understand “insight” here, it is whatever the relation is that allows
one, e.g., to successfully base one’s attitude on one’s evidence.
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door for someone to have a justified belief, even though they have no idea that their
evidence supports it. Most theories postulate something like a basing requirement to
rule out this possibility. Recall that we’re not making any very specific assumption
about what “insight” amounts to, so this problem can’t easily be avoided by changing
one’s explanation of what the nature of this insight is. Further, this way of blocking the
regress would have the effect that the evidence generation view no longer has an explan-
ation of why Fletcher’s agnostic attitude is justified in DNA evidence #2. Her growing
insight into evidential support relations was supposed to account for the fact that
Fletcher can initially be justifiedly agnostic about whether the gardener did it, even
though further deliberation would reveal that he is the murderer. But if insight into evi-
dential support relations is not required for having justified doxastic attitudes, then
changes in one’s insight into these relations can’t explain why what is justified for an
agent changes as their insight grows.

This leaves the third way of blocking the regress: denying that insights into evidential
support relations, once the agent has them, become part of their evidence. This way of
avoiding the regress is adopted by Lutz (2020) and Weatherson (2019) in formulating
their respective views of justification. Here’s how they explain their positions:

It’s not the case that the “awareness” [what we call “insight”] (…) constitutes a new
piece of evidence, which is added to our old evidence, which triggers the need for a
new awareness. (…) When a subject is justified in believing a particular propos-
ition, it is not in virtue of an awareness of a “best explanation of” relation that
holds between the subject’s total evidence and the proposition in question.
Instead, our subject need only have suitable background beliefs involving explana-
tory connections. (Lutz 2020: 2636)

It might be a worry that the position I’m adopting here, that we often need evi-
dence of a connection between premises and conclusion in order to reasonably
infer the conclusion from the premises, even when the premises entail the conclu-
sion, risks running into the regress described by Lewis Carroll (1895). (…) But
that’s not what my view implies. The claim is just that for non-obvious entail-
ments, the agent needs extra knowledge to infer from premises to conclusions.
It is consistent with this to say that immediate entailments, like modus ponens,
can justify immediate inferences. And that’s enough to stop the regress.
(Weatherson 2019: 127)

Denying that insights constitute evidence is also part of my view mentioned above.
On my favored account, which conclusion an agent can rationally adopt doesn’t
depend on the agent’s current insight into their evidence. If their total evidence sup-
ports a high credence in p, then that’s propositionally rational for them. By contrast,
their current insight into their evidence matters for what is rational for an agent to
think at an intermediate stage of their reasoning process. But this insight is not
part of their evidence.11

11It is of course compatible with each of these views, including my view, to say that a person’s evidence
grows in some sense when they add a new belief that is derived from their existing beliefs. But that will not
change what their total evidence supports. Drawing out probabilistic or logical entailments from a body of
evidence does not allow one to draw additional inferences that were not already supported by the original
body of evidence.
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Hence, Lutz and Weatherson and I all deny in some way that gaining insight into
evidential support relations always adds to one’s evidence. This allows all of the
views to escape the regress, because they don’t entail that agents have to keep reassessing
what their total evidence supports as their insight grows. Of course, this means they all
reject the central claim of the evidence generation view. This brings us back to the ques-
tion whether we really need two standards of justification for transitional and terminal
attitudes to account for our intuitions in DNA evidence #2. Perhaps Weatherson’s or
Lutz’s proposals about the role of our insight into the evidence could do the trick?

Lutz suggests that, as long as an agent has “suitable background beliefs involving
explanatory connections,” the agent can be justified in making inferences without a
regress being generated. However, while appealing to standing background beliefs can
block the regress, it doesn’t help us explain why Fletcher is initially justified in being
agnostic in DNA evidence #2. This is because her already held background beliefs
about what sorts of things can explain what other sorts of things presumably don’t
change while she deliberates, and without such a change, we can’t say that different atti-
tudes are justified for her at different stages of her reasoning.

What about Weatherson’s view? He wants to say that there is a difference between
obvious and non-obvious entailments.12 Agents can be immediately justified in making
obvious inferences, but for non-obvious entailments, they sometimes have to gather
additional evidence by reasoning their way to intermediate premises. This makes it
seem like Weatherson might be able to explain what’s going on in Fletcher’s case with-
out having to appeal to two standards of justification. Perhaps in cases like DNA evi-
dence #2, an agent can’t be justified in believing a conclusion unless they have
generated a crucial intermediate premise, and if they have not added this intermediate
premise to their evidence via reasoning, their evidence doesn’t yet support the relevant
conclusion.

Unfortunately, this explanation is not general enough to cover all the different ways
in which we could spell out what happens in DNA evidence #2. For all we have said, the
way in which Fletcher could see that her evidence supports that the gardener did it does
not actually require a complicated derivation. Perhaps it only requires a very simple
inference, and the difficulty lies in attending to the right pieces of evidence at the
same time in order to see that the gardener must have done it. Fletcher just needs to
attend to the crucial facts simultaneously, and then she will find it obvious right
away that the gardener is the murderer. If we fill in DNA evidence #2 in this way,
then this is not a case whether the agent must generate an intermediate premise in
Weatherson’s sense in order to have sufficient evidence for the conclusion that the gar-
dener is the murderer. Hence, his view can’t give us a general explanation of why agents
are sometimes justified in being agnostic while they are still deliberating, even though
their total evidence does not support agnosticism. This leaves my proposed
two-standard view as the only remaining contender, at least for now.

6. Conclusion

I’ve argued that it is helpful to embrace McGrath’s distinction between different ways of
being neutral, since doing so allows us to explain how they can each be justified without
having to give up our traditionalist epistemic commitments. McGrath’s view, however,

12A similar suggestion is made by Feldman and Conee (2001: section B), and by Boghossian (2003). This
kind of proposal is also compatible with the view I favor.
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can’t tell us how an agnostic attitude or intermediate confidence can be justified that is
formed in the process of deliberating about a potentially conclusive body of evidence.
We can solve this problem by supplementing McGraths’ view with the distinction
between transitional and terminal attitudes, each of which comes with their own justi-
fication conditions. This view retains the spirit of McGrath’s traditionalist commit-
ments, but it is less parsimonious than extant traditionalist views. One might try to
resist the adoption of two standards of justification by proposing the evidence gener-
ation view. On this view, we explain why different attitudes are justified for an agent
depending on the stage of their deliberation by claiming that their reasoning continues
to generate new evidence. Unfortunately, the evidence generation view creates a vicious
regress, which can’t be escaped without either making implausible commitments about
the nature of justification or giving up the view’s ability to explain what happens in the
target cases like DNA evidence #2. I then discussed three different views that reject the
claim that gaining insight into evidential support relations always adds to one’s
evidence. I argued that only my two-standard view has the resources to account for
our target data. I thus conclude, at least for now, that cases like DNA evidence #2 dem-
onstrate that our accounts of justification can’t be both parsimonious (i.e. appeal to a
single justification standard) and traditionalist (i.e. allow only epistemic factors to be
relevant) at the same time, if they are to capture all the relevant intuitions about
when agents have justified doxastic attitudes.13

References
Appley B.C. and Stoutenburg G. (2017). ‘Two New Objections to Explanationism.’ Synthese 194(8), 3069–

84.
Besson C. (2018). ‘Norms, Reasons and Reasoning: A Guide Through Lewis Carroll’s Regress Argument.’

In D. Star (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Reasons and Normativity, pp. 504–28. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Boghossian P. (2003). ‘Blind Reasoning.’ Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume 77(1), 225–48.
Carroll L. (1895). ‘What the Tortoise Said to Achilles.’ Mind 4, 278–80.
Comesaña J. (2018). ‘Whither Evidentialist Reliabilism?’ In K. McCain (ed.), Believing in Accordance with

the Evidence, pp. 307–25. Cham: Springer.
Dunn J. (2015). ‘Reliability for Degrees of Belief.’ Philosophical Studies 172, 1929–52.
Feldman R. and Conee E. (2001). ‘Internalism Defended.’ American Philosophical Quarterly 38(1), 1–18.
Goldberg S. (2016). ‘On the Epistemic Significance of Evidence You Should Have Had.’ Episteme 12(4),

449–70.
Grosz D. (2020). ‘Explanationist Evidentialism and Awareness.’ Philosophia 48(1), 143–57.
Ichikawa J.J. (2022). ‘You Ought to Have Known: Positive Epistemic Norms in a Knowledge-First

Framework.’ Synthese 200(5), 1–23.
Lackey J. (2008). Learning from Words: Testimony as a Source of Knowledge. Oxford: Oxford University

Press.
Lloyd A. (2022). ‘#MeToo and the Role of Outright Belief.’ Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 25(2),

181–97.
Lutz M. (2020). ‘Background Beliefs and Plausibility Thresholds: Defending Explanationist Evidentialism.’

Synthese 197(6), 2631–47.
McGrath M. (2021a). ‘Being Neutral: Agnosticism, Inquiry and the Suspension of Judgment.’ Noûs 55(2),

463–84.

13For helpful suggestions and discussion of this paper I would like to thank Brian Talbot, Matt McGrath,
Sarah Wright, an anonymous reviewer, as well as audiences at the Madrid Inquiry Workshop, the Konstanz
Workshop on Suspension, the 17th Episteme Conference, the Cologne Doxastic Attitudes and their
Reasons Workshop, and at Cornell University.

12 Julia Staffel

https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2024.24 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2024.24


McGrath M. (2021b). ‘Epistemic Norms for Waiting (and Suspension).’ Philosophical Topics 49(2), 173–
201.

Nelson M.T. (2010). ‘We Have No Positive Epistemic Duties.’ Mind 119(473), 83–102.
Pettigrew R. (2021). ‘What is Justified Credence?’ Episteme 18, 16–30.
Simion M. (2023). ‘Resistance to Evidence and the Duty to Believe.’ Philosophy and Phenomenological

Research, 108(1), 203–216.
Staffel J. (2019). ‘Credences and Suspended Judgments as Transitional Attitudes.’ Philosophical Issues

29(1), 281–94.
Staffel J. (2021). ‘Pro Tem Rationality.’ Philosophical Perspectives 35(1), 383–403.
Staffel J. (2024). Unfinished Business. Rational Attitudes in Reasoning. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Tang W.H. (2016). ‘Reliability Theories of Justified Credence.’ Mind 125, 63–94.
Weatherson B. (2019). Normative Externalism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Julia Staffel is an associate professor of philosophy at the University of Colorado at Boulder. Her research
area is epistemology, especially philosophy of probability and theories of reasoning and rationality. Her
book “Unsettled Thoughts: A Theory of Degrees of Rationality” was published by Oxford University
Press in 2019. She is currently working on a new book about the attitudes we form while we’re deliberating
and what makes them rational. Email: Julia.Staffel@colorado.edu

Cite this article: Staffel J (2024). Suspension in Inquiry. Episteme 1–13. https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2024.24

Episteme 13

https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2024.24 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:Julia.Staffel@colorado.edu
https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2024.24
https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2024.24

	Suspension in Inquiry
	Introduction
	The impact of future evidence on justified neutrality
	A problem case
	A possible solution
	A parsimonious alternative?
	Conclusion
	References


