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Abstract
I consider two possible evidentialist responses to Schmidt. According to the first, all 
of the reason-giving work in the relevant cases is being done by evidence. Accord-
ing to the second, even if the ‘incoherence fact’ sometimes provides a reason, what it 
provides a reason for is not a doxastic attitude, or at least not one that is an alternative 
to belief. I argue that the first response is not satisfying, but the second is defensible.

Keywords  Evidentialism · Epistemic reasons · Incoherence · Inquiry · Suspension of 
judgment

1  Introduction

If your beliefs are incoherent, consider doing something about it. That seems like 
good advice. This seems to support the following claim: if your beliefs are incoher-
ent, then you have a reason to do something that will resolve the incoherence. But 
what exactly do you have a reason to do, and what fact provides that reason?

In her illuminating and thought-provoking article, Eva Schmidt argues that in 
some cases, the fact that your beliefs are incoherent—the incoherence fact—itself 
provides a reason, and what it provides a reason to do is suspend judgment on all of 
the propositions that constitute the incoherence. The incoherence fact does not itself 
seem to be evidence as to which, if any, of the believed propositions is true. Thus, 
Schmidt claims, in these cases the incoherence fact is a non-evidential epistemic 
reason for suspension. Therefore, not all epistemic reasons are given by evidence.

Schmidt’s argument is powerful. In this commentary, I will consider two possi-
ble evidentialist responses. First, the evidentialist may maintain that, in the relevant 
cases, all of the reason-giving work is being done by evidence after all. While this 
response initially looks plausible, I will suggest that it may not fully account for the 
phenomena. Second, the evidentialist may maintain that, even if the incoherence fact 
sometimes provides a reason, what it provides a reason for is not a doxastic attitude, 
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or at least not one that is an alternative to belief. I will suggest that this response is 
more promising, mainly by raising doubts about Schmidt’s claims concerning inco-
herence, inquiry, and suspension. I will close by briefly raising a question about the 
role of coherence in relation to intellectual virtue.

2 � What gives reasons?

On the face of it, there is a straightforward evidentialist account of why you have rea-
sons to revise your attitudes when you are incoherent. Suppose, for instance, that you 
believe <p> and you believe <q>, and it comes to your attention that these proposi-
tions are inconsistent. In that case, your evidence for <p> is evidence against <q>, 
and conversely. So, plausibly, the evidence for <p> is a reason to stop believing <q>, 
and conversely. Moreover, abandoning either belief would resolve the incoherence. 
Thus, in this case, it seems that we can vindicate the idea that you have a reason to 
do something that will resolve the incoherence in purely evidentialist terms. Your 
evidence provides reason to abandon one or both beliefs, thereby restoring coherence.

Schmidt presents three cases in which she takes it that the incoherence fact itself 
provides a reason to revise your attitudes. While they each raise different issues, it 
seems to me that in all three of them, the evidentialist might argue that it is really 
evidence that is doing all of the reason-giving work. History v. Philosophy involves 
flatly inconsistent beliefs and as such is potentially amenable to the sort of evidentialist 
treatment described above. In Marple and Poirot, the incoherence-constituting beliefs 
(that not-v, and that the evidence indicates that v) are not inconsistent, but it is none-
theless plausible that evidence for each is evidence against the other. Thus the eviden-
tialist can again claim that the evidence gives a reason to abandon one or both beliefs.1

There are different ways in which evidentialists might handle 6/49 Lottery. Some 
might claim that, for each belief in the inconsistent set, the fact that it could easily 
be false is evidence that provides some reason for suspension. Others might argue 
that purely statistical evidence does not provide sufficient reason for belief, and so 
suspension on all of the propositions is the appropriate response here—but this is 
because the evidence fails to provide sufficient reason to believe any of them, not 
because of anyone’s incoherence.2

In support of these treatments, the evidentialist might argue that suspension 
seems no worse supported in variants of these cases where the subject has not yet 

1  This doesn’t mean that you have reason to suspend on all, or even any, of them. For instance, the evi-
dence might require maintaining one belief and abandoning another, and give no support at all to sus-
pending. But often when you have incoherent beliefs, your evidence will provide some reason to suspend 
on all of them. And when that is not so, it’s far from clear that you have any reason to suspend. Indeed, 
Schmidt agrees that in some cases, where one of the beliefs in the incoherent set is obviously false, the 
incoherence does not give a reason to suspend (see Schmidt, this vol., n. 11).
2  This response is compatible with the probability-raising conception of evidence—just not with the 
claim that evidence gives a sufficient reason to believe a proposition just when it raises its probability 
above a certain threshold (short of 1). However, it might, like the first response mentioned, fit better with 
a modal conception of evidence (Schmidt, this vol., n. 2).
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formed any doxastic attitudes, and so there is not yet any incoherence fact to provide 
a reason for anything. For instance, if you are confronted with Lola’s evidence in 
6/49 Lottery before forming any attitude to any of the propositions in the inconsist-
ent set, you arguably have reason to suspend on all of them. This can’t be because 
you have incoherent beliefs, because you don’t. But then it seems that, even if Lola 
has incoherent beliefs, this fact is not required in order to explain why she has rea-
son to suspend—we can instead appeal to whatever facts explain why you, who are 
not incoherent, should also suspend.3

All of that said, it does seem plausible that incoherence facts can have a kind of 
normative significance of their own. Consider: if you believe <p> against the evi-
dence, you make a mistake. But if you believe <p> against the evidence and also 
believe <q>, which is inconsistent with <p>, you seem to be making two mistakes, 
not just one. But <q> may be sufficiently supported by the evidence, and indeed 
true. In that case the second mistake is not another one of believing against the 
evidence, or believing falsely. If this is right, it seems that the incoherence itself 
must be a mistake. And you have reason to rectify both mistakes – to stop believ-
ing against the evidence, and to stop being incoherent. Of course, you could rectify 
both mistakes at once by abandoning your belief that p. But if you were instead 
to abandon your belief that q, thus resolving the incoherence in, so to speak, the 
wrong direction, you would arguably still be improving matters in one respect, even 
if making them worse in another. Thus, it’s not clear that the evidentialist strategy 
described above can capture all of the mistakes made by the incoherent, or all of the 
reasons they have.4

3 � Reasons for what?

Suppose, then, that incoherence facts at least sometimes provide reasons. Schmidt’s 
claim is more specific: at least sometimes they provide reasons to suspend on all of 
the believed propositions. We could accept that incoherence facts provide reasons 
for something without accepting this more specific claim about what they provide 
reasons for. Perhaps incoherence facts as such provide reasons only for, say, recon-
sidering your attitudes, or revising them somehow, and the evidence then determines 
which particular revisions you have reason to make.

3  Mightn’t these still be incoherence facts of a sort, e.g. that if you believed all those propositions then 
your beliefs would be incoherent? I don’t find it plausible that this sort of fact provides a reason to sus-
pend independently of considerations of how well supported by the evidence each proposition in the set 
is. After all, any proposition whatsoever is a member of many incoherent sets, but this does not seem 
enough to give you a reason to suspend on it. Moreover, this suggestion does not handle a variant of the 
case in which you already believe of one ticket that it will win. In that case, you are not yet incoherent, 
and you can go ahead and believe of each other ticket that it won’t win, and believe that some ticket will 
win, without becoming so. But you still seem to have reasons to suspend, in this variant of the case.
4  This is an instance of what Way (2018) calls the ‘further problem problem’ for ‘disjunctivism’ about 
incoherence. For recent discussion see, e.g. Fogal, 2020 Sec. 4.4, Worsnip, 2022 Sec. 3.3.
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However, Schmidt has an intriguing argument for her claim. It turns on the con-
nections between incoherence, inquiry, and suspension. In the relevant cases, she 
claims, incoherence gives a reason ‘to re-open inquiry into all matters about which 
one had previously formed belief’ (Schmidt, this vol., Sec. 4). And inquiry ‘presup-
poses’ suspension on all of those matters (ibid.), since genuine inquiry requires an 
open mind.5 So, incoherence provides a reason to suspend on all of them.

I have three doubts about this argument. First, even if inquiry requires suspen-
sion, does it follow that a reason for inquiry is a reason to suspend? It would if rea-
sons for responses are always transmitted to necessary means for those responses. 
But, while they may do so in the case of action, it is less clear that reasons transmit 
to necessary means when the means are attitudes. At any rate, those who deny that 
there are pragmatic or otherwise ‘wrong-kind’ reasons for attitudes will deny that 
reasons generally transmit to necessary attitudinal means, since such reasons, if gen-
uine, would often be pragmatic or ‘wrong-kind’.6 Indeed, this would be true of many 
reasons for inquiry if they transmitted to suspension. The fact that you need to stop 
at the shop might be a reason to inquire into whether it closes soon, and responding 
to this reason might entail suspending on whether it closes soon. But the fact that 
you need to stop at the shop does not seem to be a ‘right-kind’ reason to suspend on 
whether it closes soon.

Schmidt might reply that reasons for inquiry nonetheless sometimes transmit 
to suspension, and, in particular, that reasons given by incoherence do so. If so, I 
would like to understand why they transmit in some cases and not others.

Here is my second doubt about the argument: is it obvious that inquiry requires 
suspending on all matters inquired into? Certainly, inquiry requires a kind of open-
ness to its own outcome—by the nature of inquiry, its conclusion is not settled in 
advance. But being open as to whether p or q in the context of your inquiry is not 
obviously the same as suspending judgment on whether p and on whether q. Sus-
pension of judgment is widely thought to be an attitude in its own right, and thus a 
kind of commitment—‘committed neutrality’, as Sturgeon (2010) puts it.7 As such, 
to suspend judgment is to have, temporarily at least, a settled, albeit neutral, stance 
on a question. So understood, suspension seems more like a possible conclusion of 
inquiry than an attitude you must hold while inquiry is ongoing and the question 
remains unsettled.

5  Schmidt also claims that inquiry is ‘the point’ of suspension (this vol., Sec. 4). It is not clear to me that 
that claim is true, nor that it entails that a reason for inquiry is a reason for suspension. I focus on her 
claim that suspension is necessary for inquiry, which I think is more promising.
6  Way, 2010. For an overview of the debate about ‘right-kind’ and ‘wrong-kind’ reasons see Gertken 
& Kiesewetter, 2017. Note that while evidence is the paradigmatic right kind of reason for doxastic atti-
tudes, it is an open question whether there are non-evidential right-kind reasons for doxastic attitudes. 
One upshot of Schmidt’s argument, if successful, is that incoherence facts can be such reasons.
7  For an influential argument that suspension is an attitude in its own right see Friedman, 2013. In later 
work, Friedman argues that suspension and inquiry go together (Friedman, 2017). This seems to me in 
tension with the conception of suspension as a committed attitude of neutrality.
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Schmidt does not think of suspension in this way. Following Staffel (2019), she 
suggests that suspension can be a ‘transitional’ attitude, one held while inquiring 
only to be abandoned when, all going well, inquiry concludes in belief or disbelief.

Fair enough. It’s not clear to me that inquiry requires you to hold even a transi-
tional attitude of suspension. Couldn’t you inquire while not yet having any attitude 
at all, or while ‘bracketing’ any attitudes you have? And even if inquiry does require 
transitional suspension, is transitional suspension an alternative to belief, in the 
sense that a reason for it is a reason against belief? If not, then it may yet be that all 
epistemic reasons for and against belief and doxastic attitudes that are alternatives 
to belief are provided by evidence. This would presumably go a long way to satisfy-
ing the evidentialist.8

Let me briefly elaborate on this point. Belief is not itself a transitional attitude; 
you can’t undertake the commitment involved in belief only ‘for the time being’, 
intending to change your mind later. It is a possible conclusion or outcome of 
inquiry rather than a part or condition of ongoing inquiry. A natural thought is that 
the alternatives to belief must be other possible conclusions or outcomes of inquiry. 
This might include a settled (or ‘terminal’) attitude of suspension, but not a transi-
tional one whose point is precisely to enable inquiry while it is ongoing.9

A related natural thought is that alternatives to belief must be such that the con-
siderations that are reasons for them must be able to compete, within reasoning, with 
reasons for belief. It is not clear that this condition is met by transitional suspension. 
Reasons for it do not seem to bear on the same question as reasons for belief. Con-
sider: ‘Is it the case that p? Well, on the one hand, the reliable experts say that p. But 
on the other hand, there is reason to inquire into whether p and doing so requires 
suspending on whether p’. The two parts of this purported bit of reasoning do not 
seem to engage with each other—they bear on different questions.

Or consider, most pertinently: ‘On the one hand, the reliable experts say that p. 
But, on the other hand, I have incoherent attitudes towards <p>’. Here again, the 
second part of the purported reasoning seems to change the subject. The incoher-
ence fact does not seem to compete with the first, evidential fact.10 Thus, if the 
incoherence fact is a reason for some attitude, it is not clear that this attitude is 

8  This could be resisted in a different way without appealing to suspension at all. One could argue that 
inquiry requires not believing or disbelieving, and that a reason to inquire is therefore a reason against 
belief and against disbelief. However, as suggested in the text, it might be that inquiry only requires 
bracketing belief or disbelief, rather than abandoning them. Moreover, the first doubt I raised about the 
appeal to inquiry arises with particular force here—the fact that you need to stop at the shop does not 
seem like a reason, or at any rate not a right-kind reason, against believing that the shop closes soon. In 
any case, since this is not the line Schmidt pursues, I will not discuss it further here.
9  I do not mean here to endorse the view, which Schmidt rejects, that there are different ‘varieties’ of 
suspension (n. 19). If suspension is ‘unified’ (ibid.), it might still be an alternative to belief in some 
instances (e.g. when settled) but not others (e.g. when transitional). Indeed, my point here would go 
through if suspension is never an alternative to belief—say, because it is not really a settled attitude that 
can terminate inquiry (Staffel, 2019), contrary to what I suggested above.
10  Unless you are treating the fact that your attitudes are incoherent as evidence against <p>—say, 
because you believe something inconsistent with <p> and your believing something is some evidence 
that it’s true.
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an alternative to belief. Indeed, this line of argument does not seem to depend on 
exactly how we conceive of the attitude that the incoherence fact supports, nor on 
its relation to inquiry. It thus directly threatens Schmidt’s main thesis, not only the 
argument for it I am discussing here.

Schmidt may avoid this worry by rejecting my assumption about how reasons 
must be able to feature in reasoning. This seems to me an unattractive move, but 
Schmidt might be happy to make it.11

My third doubt about Schmidt’s argument concerns whether you have a reason 
to inquire into a matter just because you have incoherent attitudes about it. Inquiry, 
even if not very effortful, costs scarce cognitive resources. Presumably, reasons to 
inquire are given by the interest or importance of a subject matter, and/or by the 
prospect of acquiring knowledge about it. If a matter is dull, unimportant, and 
unknowable, it’s not clear why your having incoherent attitudes about it is a reason 
to inquire into it. For example, you have, let’s suppose, no reason to inquire into the 
exact lengths of the blades of grass in your garden. If you form an incoherent set of 
beliefs about that matter, do you thereby give yourself a reason to inquire into it?12

Of course, Schmidt may say that incoherence gives a reason to inquire only when 
the subject matter of the incoherent beliefs is interesting, important, and knowable. 
But in such cases, we might wonder whether the incoherence is really contributing 
to the reason. The interest, importance, and prospect of acquiring knowledge seem 
sufficient to explain why there is a case for inquiry.

In sum, and in reverse order: I am not sure that incoherence gives a reason for 
inquiry, nor that inquiry requires an attitude of suspension that is an alternative to 
belief, nor that a reason to inquire would necessarily be a reason to suspend even if 
inquiry did require suspension.

4 � Intellectual virtue and coherence

My discussion has ignored an important claim of Schmidt’s. Incoherence provides epis-
temic reasons for suspension, she claims, because ‘the intellectually virtuous response 
to incoherent doxastic attitudes is to suspend, so that one can properly reevaluate one’s 
epistemic situation’ (Schmidt, this vol., Sec. 5). Schmidt’s thought here may be that the 
intellectually virtuous agent will, on discovering incoherence, inquire into the matter(s) on 
which they are incoherent, and they must suspend judgment on all relevant propositions in 
order to do so. This would be a way of supplementing the account that I expressed doubts 
about above; the doubts would still apply. Alternatively, though, Schmidt could simply 

11  Elsewhere, Schmidt (2021) argues that featuring in reasoning in certain ways is not sufficient for being 
a reason; here, I have assumed that being able to feature in reasoning in a certain way is necessary for 
being a reason. For discussion of this constraint on reasons see McHugh & Way, 2022 Ch. 1, Sec. 2.
12  Schmidt might maintain that you have a very weak reason to inquire, and point out that our intuitions 
about the existence of weak reasons may be unreliable (Schroeder, 2007). But I’m not here relying on a 
bare intuition to the effect that you have no reason to inquire. Rather, I’m suggesting that it’s hard to see 
why a specific consideration, that you have incoherent attitudes, would give you even a very weak reason 
to inquire—a reason you didn’t have before having those attitudes. In any case, I presume that Schmidt 
takes the reasons she has identified to be significant and not generally very weak.
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claim that coherence itself is a requirement or aim of intellectual virtue, and that coher-
ence mandates suspension in the relevant cases. In this way, she could argue for coher-
ence-based epistemic reasons without relying on claims about inquiry, and thus without 
facing the issues I raised in the previous section.

Of course, the claim that intellectual virtue aims at coherence would raise its own 
questions. What is it that philosophers who see nothing to be said for coherence as such 
(e.g. Kolodny, 2005) are missing? How does the aim of coherence relate to other candi-
date aims of intellectual virtue, such as truth, knowledge, understanding, humility, or wis-
dom? But there may be plausible answers to these questions. If so, Schmidt’s reflections 
on intellectual virtue, coherence, and reasons will doubtless lead us towards them.13
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