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Abstract
The paper argues that the view to the effect that one should suspend judgment in the face of a disagreement with a recognised epistemic peer results in a puzzle when applied to disagreements in which one party is agnostic.

The puzzle is this: either the agnostic party retains her suspension of judgment, or she suspends it. The former option is discarded by proponents of the agnostic response; the latter leads the agnostic response to undermine itself.

Setting the stage
The main bone of contention in the ongoing epistemological debate on disagreement is what doxastic attitude a subject should have after the discovery of a disagreement with someone she takes to be her epistemic peer. Two subjects are epistemic peers just in case they are equally well positioned evidentially with respect to H and are more or less equals with respect to general intellectual virtues like thoughtfulness, carefulness, honesty, freedom from bias and so on.

A much-discussed view, championed by Richard Feldman (2006), (2007) and, partly, by Hillary Kornblith (2010), maintains that the rational response to peer disagreement is to suspend judgment. Call this the Agnostic Response to Peer Disagreement (Agnostic Response for short). Agnosticism is fuelled by the idea that the discovery of disagreement counts as evidence that bears on the object of disagreement among epistemic peers.

The aim of the present paper is to argue that the Agnostic Response results in a puzzle when it deals with disagreements in which one party is agnostic.

To begin with, let us notice that Feldman contends that the Agnostic Response is valid in every domain of discourse. Kornblith, by contrast, defends the Agnostic Response as far as allegedly non-scientific and controversial areas of discourse, e.g. philosophy are concerned. Feldman discusses, among other cases, disagreements concerning religious matters, e.g. disagreements about God’s existence. Consider:

(GOD)

Athos says: “God doesn’t exist”.

Theo says: “God exists”.

The Agnostic Response maintains that if Athos and Theo take themselves to be epistemic peers, they should suspend judgment on the targeted issue. One could of course question the plausibility of this response. For the sake of argument, however, I shall grant that the Agnostic Response is the right response to peer disagreement. That being said, let us notice that in (GOD) nothing prevents Athos and Theo from following the Agnostic Response and suspending judgment to achieve rationality.

Let us take now a religious disagreement involving an agnostic party: 
(GODAT)

Athos says: “God does not exist”;

Agnos says: “I’ve made up my mind to suspend judgment on whether God exists or not”.

Providing a fully satisfactory characterisation of suspension of judgment is a subtle matter; for present purposes, we can do with the following admittedly brief gloss. Suspension of judgment is a doxastic attitude that expresses indecision or neutrality about the truth of both p and not-p,
 and can be represented in a probabilistic framework.

Supporters of the agnostic response can deal with (GODAT) in three different ways: (1) deny that (GODAT) is a disagreement case; (2) deny that (GODAT) is a disagreement among peers; (3) treat (GODAT) as a peer disagreement case. I will argue that the best option for them is (3).

(1) No agnostic disagreement

It may be argued that cases of contrast involving an agnostic party don’t result in a disagreement. That is to say, one may claim that the disagreement relation cannot be instantiated when one of the relata is a subject endorsing an agnostic attitude towards p. This idea seems to be in line with Feldman and Kornblith’s characterisations of disagreement. Feldman seems to restrict disagreements to cases in which “Pro believes P and Con denies P”
 and when Kornblith discusses cases in which subjects should suspend judgment, he never considers cases involving an agnostic party.

In my view, however, the idea that there could not be agnostic disagreement fails on twofold ground: first, it is counterintuitive; secondly, motivating it by subscribing to Feldman’s definition of disagreement proves a dead end, for Feldman’s take on disagreement is misguided.

I won’t argue here for the intuitiveness of being in disagreement with agnostics. I take it that simple descriptive considerations help us establish this point: theists take themselves to disagree with agnostics, and vice versa, and the same holds for atheists. Thus, I submit that the theorist who wants to put forward the thesis that agnostics are not in disagreement with theists and atheists must shoulder the burden of showing that this is actually the case.

For instance, one may argue that a good definition of doxastic disagreement incompatible with the possibility of there being genuine agnostic disagreement. Feldman’s approach to disagreement may come in handy at this point. As I noted a few lines above, Feldman seems to be concerned with disagreements in which subjects have contrastive attitudes, such as acceptance or rejection, or believing or disbelieving, towards the same proposition. However, this definition doesn’t give necessary conditions for disagreement. Consider this case. I say: “The Bends is the best Radiohead’s album”. You say: “OK Computer is the best Radiohead’s album”. We disagree, yet we are not believing and denying the same proposition.

So, I believe that one cannot defend the contention that there is no agnostic disagreement by relying on the idea that disagreement stems from the acceptance and denial of the same proposition.
In order to accommodate these cases we can avail ourselves of John MacFarlane’s definition of disagreement in terms of doxastic non-cotenability (MacFarlane 2009: 6).
 Let us put it as follows:

A and B are in disagreement if and only if A and B have attitudes towards p that cannot be jointly held.

There is disagreement if one party cannot endorse what the other party accepts without changing her mind or becoming in some sense incoherent or irrational.  Since one cannot rationally believe that p while suspending judgment about it. Athos and Agnos’ attitudes are non-cotenable. Therefore, they are in disagreement.

One could object to the diagnosis of the case just offered that Athos and Agnos’ disagreement boils down to a disagreement about evidence. That is to say, the atheist and agnostic disagreement should be spelled out as follows. Athos accepts the proposition that evidence allows one to take a negative stance about God’s existence, while Agnos does not accept it (and he doesn’t accept its negation either). This move, though, does stand in need of further discussion, for one has to provide arguments in support of the thesis that disagreements like (GODAT) are (or are best explained as) disagreements about evidence. My impression is that neither atheism nor agnosticism need be necessarily conceived of as views about evidence. Let me propose a distinction that may come handy at this point:

Evidential Atheism/Agnosticism: it accepts the proposition that evidence allows one to take a negative stance about God’s existence / evidence does not allow one to take any stance about God’s existence.

Doxastic Atheism/Agnosticism: it accepts the truth of the proposition that God doesn’t exist; it expresses neutrality about the truth of the proposition that God exists and its negation.

Doxastic atheism does not imply evidential atheism. For the belief that God doesn’t exist can be exclusively grounded in one’s lack of personal faith. The same should hold, mutatis mutandis, for agnosticism. Be that as it may, my discussion targets doxastic atheism and agnosticism only.
Finally, one may argue that although the phenomenon of agnostic disagreement is genuine, supporters of the agnostic response need not address it. One way of developing this idea is to claim that the epistemic peerage relation can’t be instantiated when one of the relata is an agnostic subject.

(2) No epistemic peerage for agnostics

As far as I can see, in order to undermine the possibility of conceiving of (GODAT) as a peer disagreement case one should say that there is no room for epistemic peerage in religious discourses and, more generally, in “messy real-world” cases of disagreement.
 And yet, this path is precluded to someone who holds that the Agnostic Response is valid in every domain of discourse and explicitly elaborates on religious disagreement, i.e. Feldman; it is also uncontroversial for someone who contends that the Agnostic Response is the right response to disagreements in controversial areas of discourse like philosophy and morality, i.e. Kornblith.
Therefore, I believe supporters of the Agnostic Response would concede that in (GODAT) subjects could take themselves to be epistemic peers.

The Puzzle

What is the puzzle?

Let us begin with Athos should do. Athos should revise his previous doxastic attitude, namely the belief in the proposition that God doesn’t exist. Athos rationally suspends judgment by thus following the behaviour recommended by the Agnostic Response. Let us now move on to Agnos.

It must be noticed that Agnos already entertained an agnostic attitude toward the issue of God’s existence before the discovery of disagreement. Let us then dub this attitude prima facie agnosticism and distinguish it from ultima facie agnosticism, that is, the agnostic attitude one adopts after having discovered the disagreement with a peer. The puzzling question is this: what should Agnos do according to the Agnostic Response in order to rationally respond to disagreement?

Before going on to evaluate the options available to Agnos, let me clarify some details of the problem.
To forestall misunderstandings, it is important to stress that the problem is not how to split the difference between belief and suspension of judgment in cases where a single subject S is ambivalent between believing that p and suspending judgment about it. Let me outline two arguments in favour of this contention.

For a start, I believe that the problem of how such an ambivalent subject should split the difference can be satisfactorily addressed once we realize that the subject should update her doxastic state by means of linear aggregation functions. Let x1 be the “agnostic option”, viz. the subject is neutral about the truth of p and its negation. Let x2 be the “belief option”, viz. the subject believes (or disbelieves) that p. Let n and m be the probabilities of being right the subject assigns to the agnostic option and the belief option. It is plausible to hold that although n and m could be different values, for the subject could have slightly more confidence in, say, the agnostic option than in the belief option though she oscillates between them, the difference between them should be ( 0, otherwise there wouldn’t be any palatable explanation of the subject’s ambivalence. 
The ambivalent subject can strike the balance between the agnostic option and the belief option by updating her doxastic state in accordance with the following function: (x1 ( n + x2 ( m) / n + m. From this formula, we can derive the averaging function x1+ x2 / 2 and obtain a precise algorithm that tells the subject how to update her doxastic state by taking into account her ambivalence.

The first point is this. Since intra-personal ambivalence is straightforwardly accounted for by employing linear updating functions, it seems that disagreement is needed in order for the puzzling question to arise.
The second point I wish to emphasise is that the puzzle doesn’t rely on the idea that in (GODAT) Athos and Agnos should split the difference. Indeed, although both the Agnostic Response and what we may call the Split-the-Difference Response to peer disagreement - endorsed with refinements by David Christensen (2007) and Adam Elga (2007) - fall under the broad category of conciliationist responses to peer disagreement, these two approaches are different. To illustrate. Suppose that A and B are in disagreement about p and take themselves to be epistemic peers. Let A assign .9 credence to p and B assign .7 credence to p. Roughly put, the Split-the-Difference Response says that we should take roughly the arithmetic average of our beliefs. We may employ linear updating in order to show that, given the averaging function x1+ x2 / 2, subjects should assign .8 to p.
What does the Agnostic Response recommend doing in such a case? Here are two proposals. On the one hand, the Agnostic Response could say that subjects should assign .5 to p and its negation;
 on the other, a more permissive interpretation of the view could maintain that subjects’ credences for p and its negation should take values from a suitably defined subinterval of the interval [0, 1], e.g. the interval [1/3, 2/3], which counts as the agnostic subinterval.
 
From these two distinct probabilistic renditions of the Agnostic Response it follows that to assign .8 credence to p doesn’t amount to suspending judgment about it, for .8 credence is not perfect agnosticism, nor is it part of a suitably defined agnostic subinterval. Thus, the Agnostic Response and the Split-the-Difference Response are independent of each other.

Having clarified that, let me say something on the structure of the puzzle. The puzzle stems from the conjunction of the following five facts: a subject A is agnostic about a proposition p; a subject B isn’t agnostic about p (for instance, she denies that p); they disagree (in virtue of the definition of disagreement in terms of doxastic non-cotenability); they take themselves to be epistemic peers; the rational response to peer disagreement is suspension of judgment. Notice moreover that the puzzle doesn’t exclusively concern religious disagreements, for it arises whenever there is a disagreement between two parties who take themselves to be epistemic peers and one of them suspends judgment about the targeted issue.

Let us go back to Agnos’ case. Remember the puzzling question: what should Agnos do in order to respond to disagreement by following the Agnostic Response?

First attempt: retention of the attitude

Agnos already embraced suspension of judgment in a situation of isolation, that is, before discovering the disagreement with Athos. Since he is a prima facie agnostic, it seems that the only thing he can do in order to be an ultima facie agnostic is to stick to his guns. That is to say, in order to achieve rationality, Agnos should retain his attitude. Is this line of reasoning sound for a supporter of the Agnostic Response? Not quite. To see this, it is worth noticing that the way in which Agnos should become an ultima facie agnostic amounts to what Feldman dubs one way rationality, that is, the thesis that “it’s reasonable for one side but not the other to maintain belief” (Feldman 2006: 230).

Feldman has a two-pronged attack to the one way rationality move. In his view, this move either commits one to the thesis that there is objective evidential support; or commits one to externalism about justification, that is, the view that one’s beliefs are justified only if they are the output of a reliable method of belief-formation, where a method is reliable just in case it produces a preponderance of true beliefs. Since a full analysis of the arguments against externalism will lead us astray, let us focus on the issue of objective evidential support and quote the crucial passages of Feldman’s argument:

[…] Consider the dispute between Lewis and van Inwagen about freedom and determinism. I fail to see the basis for the judgment that one of them, say van Inwagen, is justified in believing that the evidence supports his own view while Lewis is not. Even if it is true that the evidence does in fact support van Inwagen’s view, this clearly is not enough to make him justified in believing that the evidence supports his view. The first step of my argument concludes it is not the case that just one side of the dispute is justified in his belief about the merits of the evidence.

Suppose that Pro’s original evidence, E, does in fact objectively support P. After full disclosure, Pro’s evidence has changed. If the first step of my argument is right, then this expanded evidence does not support the view that E supports P. It makes suspending judgment on this matter the reasonable attitude. But then it is hard to see how the expanded body of evidence can still support P. For if it still does support P, then it supports Pro reasonably having a complex attitude that she could express as follows: I believe P, but I suspend judgment on whether my evidence supports P. Perhaps there are some circumstances in which some such attitude can be reasonable. But it is surely very odd. Yet this is what a defender of the current view must accept in order to maintain the view that the person who in fact had the right view about the evidence originally remains justified in his beliefs after full disclosure.

                                                                           [Feldman 2006: 233]

Let us apply the foregoing reasoning to (GODAT). Even if, as a matter of fact, Agnos were justified in being a prima facie agnostic, this wouldn’t be sufficient for him to obtain a justification for sticking to his guns. Why? 

When I conclude that a body of evidence e supports p, I also gain epistemic support for the claim that I've responded correctly to the evidence. However, in a situation of full disclosure, viz. when I learn that my epistemic peer disagrees with me, supporters of the thesis that disagreement is evidence contend that I gain higher-order evidence about the character of first-order evidence. Thus, my opinion that the first-order evidence supports H is defeated by the fact that my peer thinks that first-order evidence supports not-p. So, although I'm justified in thinking that p because the original evidence objectively supports it, this justification is defeated when I discover disagreement with an epistemic peer. 
Since the Agnostic Response subscribes to the thesis that peer disagreement counts as higher-order defeating evidence, Agnos cannot rationally retain his previous doxastic attitude. A prima facie agnostic is thus unjustified in retaining his attitude in order to correctly respond to peer disagreement.

Second attempt: second-order agnosticism

Since Agnos’ attitude is that of suspending judgment before discovering his disagreement with Athos, another interpretation of the Agnostic Response could hold that, according to this view, Agnos should suspend judgment about suspension of judgment. That is to say, Agnos should adopt a second-order agnostic stance. What are the differences, if any, between first-order and second-order agnosticism?

First-order agnosticism is an attitude towards a proposition (and its negation) that expresses neutrality about the truth (and falsity) of the proposition that God exists. Second-order agnosticism, by contrast, doesn’t target the proposition that God exists, for it’s a neutral attitude about the very attitude of suspending judgment about p. One might wonder whether second-order agnosticism collapses into first-order agnosticism. As far as I can see, this is the case when we deal with attitudes like believing and disbelieving or, to put it in the finer-grained approach involving credences, with all those attitudes which aren’t in the subinterval of the interval [0, 1] that counts as the agnostic subinterval. For if one disbelieves that God exists, one can express one’s own neutrality about this attitude by a first-order suspension of judgment. And the same holds for the attitudes of believing a proposition or having a credence that is not in the range of the agnostic subinterval. And yet, when one suspends judgment about suspension of judgment, one puts into question the very correctness of one’s first-order suspension. For second-order suspension is that the view that one had better remain neutral about whether suspension of judgment is the correct attitude to have. To put it differently: a first-order agnostic is not neutral about the fact that agnosticism is the right doxastic response to a certain situation; a second-order agnostic, by contrast, has the second-order attitude that we’d better remain neutral about whether suspending and not-suspending the judgment are the correct attitudes to have in a certain circumstance. This allows us to see that second-order agnosticism doesn’t collapse into first-order agnosticism.

Once a subject endorses second-order agnosticism, it follows that she becomes agnostic about the proposition that the rational response to peer disagreement is to suspend judgment. Hence, if Agnos suspended judgment about suspension of judgment, he would put into question the very thesis advanced by the Agnostic Response, that is, that suspension of judgment is the right response to peer disagreement. To put it differently, if the Agnostic Response to peer disagreement maintained that Agnos should suspend judgment and Agnos then became an ultima facie second-order agnostic, the Agnostic Response would undermine itself. For the view would enjoin suspension of judgment about the truth (and falsity) of the response to peer disagreement recommended by proponents of the agnostic response.

Conclusion

If the Agnostic Response is valid, a subject who entertains an agnostic attitude before the discovery of disagreement with an epistemic peer should face a puzzling impasse. For if she retained her doxastic attitude she would fall prey of the one rationality move which is, in Feldman’s own lights, unjustified. A suspension of her attitude, by contrast, would leave the Agnostic Response open to a self-undermining objection.
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� See Kelly (2005).


�See Friedman (2012) for a thorough defense of this view.


� For various attempts, see Kelly (2010), Sturgeon (2010), Van Fraassen (1998). More on this below. As an aside, let me stress that the characterisation of agnosticism offered in this paragraph is meant to hold in every area of discourse and not just in religious discourse.


� Feldman (2006): 219.


� Interestingly, MacFarlane observes that this definition captures the disagreement between the atheist and the agnostic.


� For present purposes I need not take a stance on whether doxastic non-cotenability is the best definition of doxastic disagreement. MacFarlane and Torfinn Huvenes (2012) have argued that disagreement comes in several varieties and that doxastic non-cotenability is but a variety of disagreement that captures only some disagreement data.


� The label is Elga’s.


� This is what Kelly (2010) dubs pefect agnosticism.


� Instead of saying that the agnostic state is represented by a single probability function that can take values from a certain rational subinterval, one can maintain that the agnostic state is represented by a set of probability functions. In such a case, agnosticism is represented by so-called vague or imprecise credences. See Sturgeon (2010) and Van Fraaseen (1998) for the latter approach. However, nothing substantial hinges on this distinction.
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