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Abstract: According to a thesis often called ‘transparency,’ you can answer the deliberative question whether you 
should believe that p iff you can answer the factual question whether p. Transparency is widely accepted by 
philosophers. Indeed, it’s standardly taken as a datum, and it’s so widely accepted that it is hard to find philosophers 
who reject it. But this widespread acceptance of transparency is a mistake, since, on all of the many ways we might 
understand transparency, it’s doubtful that transparency is true.  

According to a thesis often called ‘transparency,’ when asking yourself whether to believe that p, 
you must “immediately recognise that this question is settled by, and only by, answering the 
question whether p is true,” as Shah puts it (2003: 447); or, as Shah and Velleman put it, “the 
deliberative question whether to believe that p inevitably gives way to the factual question whether p,” 
since “the only way to answer the question whether to believe that p is to answer the question whether 
p” (2005: 499). The idea here is that, for any value of ‘p,’ if a person wants to know whether she 
should believe that p, she needn’t do anything but answer the question whether p; her answering 
this question is sufficient for her being able to answer the question whether she should believe that 
p. And since answering the question whether p is the only way a person can answer the question 
whether she should believe that p, her answering the question whether p is also necessary for her 
being able to answer the question she should believe that p. According to this thesis, a person can 
answer the deliberative question whether she should believe that p iff she can answer the factual 
question whether p.  

Shah and Velleman aren’t the only philosophers who accept transparency. Moran (1988), Adler 
(2002), Steglich-Petersen (2008), Engel (2013), Bykvist and Hattiangadi (2013), Archer (2017), 
Sullivan-Bissett (2017), Sinhababu (2017), and many others also accept it. Indeed, transparency is 
standardly taken as a datum, and few philosophers reject it.1 In spite of this widespread acceptance, 
however, it would be surprising if transparency were true, since its necessity and sufficiency 
directions should both have counterexamples.  

In §1, I will present a counterexample to transparency’s necessity direction, as Shah and 
Velleman present it in the quotations above. In §2, I will present a counterexample to its 
sufficiency direction. Finally, in §3, I will respond to objections, including multiple versions of the 
objection that I’m being uncharitable to Shah and Velleman (and others) by attacking a principle 
that nobody actually accepts.  

                                                        
* Draft of 3/8/19. Please do not cite or circulate without permission.  
1 Moran (1988), Shah (2003), Shah and Velleman (2005), Archer (2017), and many others take transparency as a datum. 
Steglich-Petersen (2008) and others resist arguments based on transparency by accepting transparency and rejecting other 
premises in those arguments. McHugh (2013), McCormick (2015), and Paul (2015) are the only philosophers that I know 
of who reject transparency.  
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1. Against Necessity 
Transparency’s necessity direction says that a person can answer the deliberative question whether 
she should believe that p only if she can answer the factual question whether p. It’s surely often the 
case that, when a person can answer the deliberative question whether she should believe that p, 
she can also answer the factual question whether p. But it would be surprising if this were always 
that case. Why? Because there are two truth-values that a proposition might have (true and false) 
but three doxastic attitudes that a person might take toward that proposition (belief, disbelief, and 
suspension of judgment).  

Consider the proposition that the number of stars is odd. My total evidence is neutral between 
this proposition and its negation, and I’m suspending judgment with respect to this proposition, 
exactly as rationality requires, even though I know that this proposition is either true or false. Since 
I know that I’m rationally required to suspend judgment on this proposition, I can answer the 
deliberative question whether I should believe that the number of stars is odd. The answer is ‘no.’ 
Since I have no idea whether the number of stars is odd, I can’t answer the factual question 
whether the number of stars is odd. This means I can answer the deliberative question whether I 
should believe that the number of stars is odd even though I can’t answer the factual question 
whether the number of stars is odd. Thus, presumably, if someone knows that her total evidence 
is neutral with respect to some proposition, she might be in a situation where she can answer the 
deliberative question whether she should believe it even though she can’t answer the factual 
question whether it’s true. So the mismatch between the number of truth-values that a proposition 
might have and the number of doxastic attitudes that a person might be obliged to take toward 
that proposition suggests that transparency’s necessity direction is false. Apparently, it’s not true 
in general that “the only way to answer the question whether to believe that p is to answer the question 
whether p” (Shah and Velleman 2005: 499).2  

2. Against Sufficiency 
Transparency’s sufficiency direction says that a person can answer the deliberative question 
whether she should believe that p if she can answer the factual question whether p. Again, it’s 
surely often the case that, when a person can answer the factual question whether p, she can also 
answer the deliberative question whether she should believe that p. But again, it would be 
surprising if this were always that case. Why? Because, for many values of ‘S’ and ‘p,’ the proposition 
that p and the proposition that S should believe that p will have different truth conditions, and, 
where they do have different truth conditions, we should expect possible scenarios where S gets 
evidence against the proposition that she should believe that p that’s not evidence against p itself. 
With this in mind, consider the proposition that it will rain today and the relationship between 
this proposition and infallibilism, characterised as follows:  

                                                        
2 Here someone might object that I’m being uncharitable to Shah and Velleman, since they probably just meant that a 
person can answer the deliberative question whether she should believe that p in the affirmative only if she can answer the 
factual question whether p (presumably also in the affirmative). I hope this is what they meant. Either way, I respond to 
this objection in §3.    
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Infallibilism: For every value of ‘S’ and every value of ‘p,’ S shouldn’t believe that p unless 
her total evidence puts her in a position where she can be literally certain that p.  

Whether it will rain today depends on today’s air temperature, wind speed, atmospheric 
pressure, and so on. Whether infallibilism is true depends on the minimum amount of evidence 
required for epistemically permissible belief. Since the minimum amount of evidence required for 
epistemically permissible belief doesn’t depend on today’s air temperature, wind speed, 
atmospheric pressure, or any of the other things that affect whether it will rain today, the question 
whether infallibilism is true doesn’t depend on the question whether it will rain today. (This, 
presumably, is why epistemologists rarely consult meteorologists before they accept or reject 
infallibilism.) Likewise, since none of the things that affect whether it will rain today depend on 
the minimum amount of evidence required for epistemically permissible belief, the question 
whether it will rain today doesn’t depend on whether infallibilism is true either. (Which, 
presumably, is why meteorologists rarely consult epistemologists before they give their daily 
weather forecasts.) So suppose you are a meteorologist. Suppose you figure out that there’s a 90% 
chance of rain today, and suppose you then acquire something like the following argument for 
infallibilism. More specifically, suppose you acquire the book-length version of this argument that 
we find in Williamson 2000. 

Your evidence is all and only your knowledge, so, for any value of ‘p,’ you know that p iff 
p is part of your total evidence. The probability of any proposition conditional on itself is 
1, so, if you know that p, then the probability of p conditional on your total evidence is 1. 
If the probability of p conditional on your total evidence is 1, however, then your total 
evidence puts you in a position where you can be literally certain that p. Thus, you know 
that p only if your total evidence puts you in a position where you can be literally certain 
that p. But knowledge is the norm of belief; you shouldn’t believe that p unless you know 
that p. Thus, infallibilism is true and you shouldn’t believe that p unless your total evidence 
puts you in a position where you can be literally certain that p.3  

A sophisticated and sufficiently detailed version of this argument might give you evidence that 
infallibilism is true. If it does, then you will have evidence that you shouldn’t believe that it will 
rain today, since infallibilism entails that the minimum amount of evidence required for 
epistemically permissible belief is higher than the amount of evidence that you know you have for 
the proposition that it will rain today. But this argument won’t give you evidence that it won’t rain 
today, since this argument has absolutely no bearing (probabilistic or otherwise) on today’s 
weather, and you can see this. It’s not that you don’t have any evidence that it won’t rain today. 
Conditional on your total evidence, there’s a 10% chance that it won’t rain today, so you do have 
some evidence that it won’t rain today. But this evidence comes entirely from the meteorological 

                                                        
3 It’s unclear whether Williamson would agree that you can be certain that p if the probability of p conditional on your total 
evidence is 1, but of course that’s a natural thing to think and Williamson unambiguously accepts every other premise in 
this argument.  
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considerations that support a 90% chance of rain today. It doesn’t come, in any way or form, from 
the argument we are supposing you acquired for infallibilism.4 

Why does this matter? Because, if someone can get evidence against the proposition that she 
should believe that p that isn’t evidence against p itself, we should expect possible cases where 
someone has good enough evidence to answer the factual question whether p without having good 
enough evidence to answer the deliberative question whether she should believe that p. Indeed, 
this is presumably your situation in the case I just described. Or, at least, we can add details to that 
case to get this result. Since you know that there’s a 90% chance of rain today, you have very good 
evidence that it will rain today. If we then specify that the argument you acquired for infallibilism 
puts you in a position where you should suspend judgment with respect to the proposition that 
infallibilism is true, we will have a case where you don’t know everything you need to know to 
answer the deliberative question whether you should believe that it will rain today. After all, given 
this added detail, you won’t be able to tell which of the following views is true. 

(1) Infallibilism is true, so you shouldn’t believe that it will rain today unless you can 
be literally certain that it will rain today. You know that there is a 90% chance of 
rain today. Thus, while you can be highly confident that it will rain today, you can’t 
be literally certain that it will rain today, so you shouldn’t believe that it will rain 
today.  

(2) Infallibilism is false, so you might be permitted to believe that it will rain today 
even though you can’t be literally certain that it will rain today. If you can be highly 
confident that it will rain today, that’s enough. You know that there’s a 90% chance 
of rain today, so you can be highly confident that it will rain today. Thus, you should 
believe that it will rain today.  

When I read a weather report saying that there’s a 90% chance of rain today, I form the belief that 
it will rain today. Or, at least, this is what I do when I trust the source. Since I don’t think it’s 
irrational or unreasonable to respond this way, I think you can respond this way too. So I think 
that, since you know that there’s a 90% of rain today, you can answer the factual question whether 
it will rain today by believing that it will rain today. If I’m right about this, however, then it seems 
that, in virtue of your overall evidential situation—in virtue of the fact that you have both strong 
evidence that it will rain today and nontrivial evidence that infallibilism is true—you can answer 
the factual question whether it will rain today even though you can’t answer the deliberative 
question whether you should believe that it will rain today.5  

                                                        
4 Of course, with a little work, we can imagine a different argument for infallibilism that does give you evidence that it won’t 
rain today. An argument for infallibilism that (for whatever reason) included facts about today’s temperature might give 
you evidence that it won’t rain today. But there’s no reason why any argument for infallibilism must say anything about 
today’s temperature, or say anything else that’s at all relevant to today’s weather, and that’s the point.  
5 Is it really plausible that the argument you acquired for infallibilism could put you in a position where you should suspend 
judgment on the proposition that infallibilism is true? Sure it is. Presumably, students in introductory epistemology courses 
are often in positions where they should suspend judgment with respect to the various epistemological theories that they’re 
studying, and there’s no reason why this couldn’t be your situation with respect to infallibilism. Perhaps seasoned 
epistemologists should make up their minds about infallibilism. But even if they should, you’re not an epistemologist. 
You’re a meteorologist (we’re supposing) and you only dabble in epistemology, so your exposure to the relevant 
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Now of course, someone might insist that you don’t have strong enough evidence to answer 
the factual question whether it will rain today. Someone might insist that you need to know that 
the chances of rain are at least as high as 95%, or something like that. But we needn’t quibble 
about the exact location of the threshold. Since the probability of rain conditional on your total 
evidence might be 0.95 or 0.99 (or whatever) while the probability that you should believe that it 
will rain conditional on this same body of total evidence is much lower, we can fill in the details 
of this case so that you have good enough evidence to answer the factual question whether it will 
rain today but do not have good enough evidence to answer the deliberative question whether 
you should believe that it will rain today. So the fact that someone might get evidence against the 
proposition that she should believe that p that isn’t evidence against p itself suggests that 
transparency’s sufficiency direction is false. Apparently, it’s not true in general that the question 
whether you should believe that p is “settled by … answering the question whether p” (Shah 2003: 
447).  

Thus, at least at first blush, it looks like you might be able to answer the deliberative question 
whether you should believe that p without being able to answer the factual question whether p, 
and it looks like you might be able to answer the factual question whether p without being able to 
answer the deliberative question whether you should believe that p.  

3. Objections and Replies 
How should proponents of transparency respond to these arguments? In this paper, I’m not 
primarily concerned with the question whether transparency is true. Rather, I want to know 
whether it’s obviously true, since this is the question that matters for the habit that I mentioned at 
the beginning of this paper—taking transparency as a datum. Call the thesis that it’s appropriate 
to take transparency as a datum ‘transparency dogmatism,’ or just ‘dogmatism’ for short. What 
should dogmatists say about the arguments in the preceding paragraphs?  

I have heard many suggestions. According to one, dogmatists should just accept infallibilism 
and insist that, because I can’t be literally certain that I should suspend judgment on the 
proposition that the number of stars is even, and because you can’t be literally certain that it will 
rain today, neither of the examples that I gave above is a counterexample to transparency. I agree 
that if infallibilism is true, transparency isn’t threatened by these examples. But I doubt that 
infallibilism is true. For one thing, if infallibilism is true, then we shouldn’t believe that it’s true, 
since we can’t be anywhere near certain that it’s true. For another, infallibilism seems to entail a 
thoroughgoing skepticism (unless it’s possible to know that p even though you shouldn’t believe 
that p—which seems implausible). Of course, these arguments don’t prove that infallibilism is 
false. But for purposes of this paper, they don’t need to. They only need to show that infallibilism 
is controversial. For if infallibilism is controversial and transparency depends on it, we can’t 
legitimately take transparency as a datum.  

                                                        
epistemological considerations might easily resemble the situation of a student in an introductory epistemology course 
who should suspend judgment. 
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A second response I’ve heard runs in precisely the opposite direction, towards saying that we 
should believe that p for literally infinitely many values of ‘p.’ According to this response, dogmatists 
should insist that, on the right understanding of the word ‘should,’ we should believe the truth 
whatever it is. On this use of ‘should,’ I should either believe that the number of stars is odd or 
believe that the number of stars isn’t odd (since one of those propositions is true), and thus I 
shouldn’t suspend judgment with respect to the proposition that the number of stars is odd. 
Moreover, on this use of ‘should,’ if it will rain today, then it’s true that it will rain today, so you 
should believe that it will rain today. Since it’s true that you should believe that it will rain today, 
you should also believe that you should believe that it will rain today. So you should believe that 
you should believe that it will rain today, and thus you shouldn’t suspend judgment on the 
proposition that you should believe that it will rain today.  

If this is the right way to understand ‘should,’ my examples above aren’t counterexamples to 
transparency. But on this use of ‘should,’ things seem to go haywire. For starters, this use of 
‘should’ makes virtually every statement of the form ‘S should suspend judgment’ come out false.6 
And in case this isn’t bad enough, this use of ‘should’ delivers the implausible verdict that every 
person should have an infinite number of incomprehensibly complex beliefs. If p is true, you 
should believe that p. Since that’s true, you should believe that you should believe that p. Since 
that’s true, you should believe that you should believe that you should believe that p. Since that’s 
true, you should believe that you should believe that you should believe that you should believe 
that p. … And so on, ad infinitum, for infinitely many values of ‘p,’ since p might be the proposition 
that 1 < 2, or the proposition that 2 < 3, or … . And of course, this lesson applies not just to you, 
but to everyone else. On this use of ‘should,’ each of us should do infinitely many things that only 
God can do. That’s kind of a high bar, so I doubt this use of ‘should’ is ultimately defensible. But 
even if it is, dogmatists relying on this use of ‘should’ run into the same problem as before. If 
transparency relies on something this controversial, it requires defense by way of argument. It’s 
not the proper basis of any argument, and it can’t be taken as a datum.  

A third response says that I’ve mischaracterized transparency by failing to note that, according 
to transparency, the deliberative question whether you should believe that p collapses into the factual 
question whether p. Shah (2003), McCormick (2015), Sullivan-Bissett (2018), and others do 
characterize transparency this way, but questions don’t collapse. They’re not that sort of thing. 
They don’t collapse into the sea, they don’t collapse into anyone’s arms, and they don’t collapse 
into other questions. The claim that the deliberative question collapses into the factual question is 
clearly a metaphor, and, so far as I can tell, it’s a metaphor for the thesis that Shah and Velleman 
articulate in the quotations in the first sentence of this paper: the thesis that you can answer the 
factual question whether p iff you can answer the deliberative question whether you should believe 
that p. But this is the thesis I’ve been calling ‘transparency.’  

According to a fourth response, I’ve mischaracterised transparency, not by failing to explain it 
in terms of collapsing questions, but by failing to note that it’s equivalent to this thesis: if R isn’t 

                                                        
6 I say “virtually” because, on some theories of vagueness, some propositions are neither determinately true nor 
determinately false, and it’s open to dogmatists to say that, if a proposition is neither determinately true nor determinately 
false, then it is determinately true that we should suspend judgment with respect to that proposition.   
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evidence for or against p, then R can’t be a reason for or against believing that p. But this is the 
thesis that Shah (2005) and others call ‘evidentialism,’ which is one of the theses that transparency 
is supposed to support. And in any case, even if Shah’s version of evidentialism is equivalent to 
transparency, we run into the same problem yet again. Evidentialism is controversial. It conflicts 
with Jamesian pragmatism, but, more to the point, it seems to mishandle my rain example above, 
since the argument you acquired for infallibilism supports the conclusion that you shouldn’t 
believe that it will rain today without containing any evidence that it won’t rain today. This means 
that, even if transparency is equivalent to Shah’s version of evidentialism, we can’t legitimately 
take transparency as a datum.   

According to a fifth response, I’ve mischaracterised transparency, not by failing to explain it in 
terms of collapsing questions or by failing to characterize it as equivalent to Shah’s version of 
evidentialism, but by failing to characterize it in purely descriptive terms, as equivalent to this thesis 
(call it ‘purely descriptive transparency,’ or ‘PDT’ for short): a person is capable of answering the 
deliberative question whether she should believe that p iff she is capable of answering the factual 
question whether p. Perhaps transparency is equivalent to PDT. But even so, this hardly helps, 
since PDT is just as controversial as the other theses discussed above. First, I’m capable of 
answering the deliberative question whether I should believe that the number of stars is odd even 
though I’m not capable of answering the factual question whether the number of stars is odd. 
While I’m compelled to believe that I shouldn’t believe that the number of stars is odd, I’m 
compelled to suspend judgement with respect to the question whether the number of stars is odd, 
so it looks like the example in §1 gives us a counterexample to PDT’s necessity direction.7 Second, 
since you know that today’s weather has absolutely no bearing on infallibilism and you also know 
that infallibilism has absolutely no bearing on today’s weather, it’s hard to see why you couldn’t 
be simultaneously (a) compelled to believe that it will rain today on the basis of your understanding 
of today’s air temperature, wind speed, atmospheric pressure, and so on, and (b) compelled to 
suspend judgment on the proposition that you should believe that it will rain today on the basis 
of your understanding of the arguments for and against infallibilism. After all, by hypothesis, what 
you know about today’s air temperature, wind speed, atmospheric pressure, etc., strongly supports 
the proposition that it will rain today, while the arguments in your possession for and against 
infallibilism provide only middling support for the proposition that you should believe that it will 
rain today. But of course, if you are compelled to believe that it will rain today and simultaneously 
compelled to suspend judgment on the proposition that you should believe that it will rain today, 
then you are capable of answering the factual question whether it will rain today even though you 
aren’t capable of answering the deliberative question whether you should believe that it will rain 
today, and PDT’s sufficiency direction is false. These considerations don’t prove that PDT’s 
sufficiency direction is false. But again, they don’t need to. They only need to show that PDT is 

                                                        
7 Of course, I’m capable of saying that the number of stars is odd (or that it isn’t), so, in this sense, I’m capable of 
answering the question whether the number of stars is odd. But of course, the relevant question is whether I’m capable 
of believing either that the number of stars is odd or that it isn’t, and, as I just noted, I’m not capable of doing either of 
these things, since I’m compelled to suspend judgment.  



 
 

8 

controversial, and that they do. So transparency can’t be taken as a datum even if it’s equivalent to 
PDT.8  

According to a sixth response, I’ve mischaracterised transparency, not by failing to explain 
transparency in terms of collapsing questions, or by failing to characterize it as equivalent to Shah’s 
version of evidentialism, or even by failing to characterize it as equivalent to PDT, but by failing 
to characterize it as equivalent to this thesis: you can answer the deliberative question whether you 
should believe that p in the affirmative iff you can answer the factual question whether p in the 
affirmative. This thesis is clearly an improvement over the principle we get from the quotations 
in the opening paragraph of this paper. After all, I’m not rationally permitted to believe that the 
number of stars is odd, I’m not capable of believing that the number of stars is odd, I’m not 
rationally permitted to believe that I should believe the number of stars is odd, and I’m not capable 
of believing that I should believe the number of stars is odd, so the example in §1 isn’t a 
counterexample to the necessity direction of this thesis. But to all appearances, the example in §2 
is a counterexample to the sufficiency direction of this thesis. After all, as we just saw, it looks like 
you are rationally required to believe that it will rain today even though you are rationally forbidden 
from believing that you should believe that it will rain today, and it’s hard to see why you couldn’t 
be capable of believing that it will rain today even though you aren’t capable of believing that you 
should believe that it will rain today. Thus, even if transparency is equivalent to this thesis, 
transparency is still controversial, and we still can’t take it as a datum.9  

A seventh and final response I’ve heard says that, upon reading the examples above, dogmatists 
should just deny transparency’s necessity direction and then change the details of the rain example 
so that the argument you acquire for infallibilism contains evidence that it won’t rain today. This 
response is confused, and I wouldn’t mention it except that [clause removed for blind review]. 
Suffice it to say, changing the details of the example in §2 wouldn’t make that example disappear. 
It would only generate a second example. Since this second example wouldn’t (we can suppose) 
look like a counterexample to transparency, we would now have one example that looks like a 
counterexample to transparency and another example that doesn’t. Since transparency is false if it 
has even one counterexample, this second example wouldn’t help dogmatists.  

What should we think about dogmatism, then? Apparently, there is at least some confusion 
what dogmatism is even about, since it seems unclear what transparency is supposed to amount 
to. But whatever thesis it amounts to, that thesis isn’t obviously true, so dogmatism isn’t tenable. 
Philosophers who want to rely on some version of transparency to support their views owe us 
                                                        
8 Adler (2002) thinks that, because belief aims at truth, we must categorize your affirmative attitude toward p as an instance 
of mere acceptance (and thus not a genuine belief) if you believe that you shouldn’t believe that p. If it’s impossible to gain 
evidence for the proposition that you shouldn’t believe that p without gaining evidence against the proposition that p, then 
the truth-orientation of belief supports Adler’s claim that it’s impossible to believe that p while believing that you shouldn’t 
believe that p. But as the rain example from §2 shows, you can gain evidence for the proposition that you shouldn’t believe 
that p without gaining evidence against the proposition that p.  
9 Objection: Maybe, then, transparency is just equivalent to the purely descriptive thesis that, if you are capable of answering 
the deliberative question whether you should believe that p in the affirmative, then you are also capable of answering the 
factual question whether p in the affirmative. Reply: We still don’t have anything we can legitimately take as a datum since 
we seem to get counterexamples to this thesis from the familiar example of the person who acquires a lot of evidence that 
her beloved hasn’t been faithful, who recognizes that she should believe that her beloved hasn’t been faithful, but who 
finds herself unable to form the belief that her beloved hasn’t been faithful.    
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arguments, not just for the connection between that version of transparency and their views, but 
for that version of transparency itself. That version of transparency might turn out true, but, 
whatever version it is, it’s proponents can’t legitimately take it as a datum.  
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