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Introduction 

 

 

 

 

1. Contemporary issues in theory of inquiry 

We, human beings, inquire: This is a truism. However, in the recent philosophical literature, what an 

inquiry is and how we should inquire is a matter of debate. Namely, we do not have a simple and 

obvious answer to the question of the nature and normativity of inquiry. Rather, different and 

contrasting perspectives are offered on these issues. In other words, the theory of inquiry is a matter 

of disagreement and controversy in contemporary philosophy. But, what is the content of this 

disagreement? To answer this question, it is worth considering the philosophical works of Jane 

Friedman, who started the contemporary debate about inquiry.  

 

1.1 Friedman on the nature of inquiry: Suspended judgment is necessary and sufficient to inquire 

into a given question 

In Friedman’s perspective (2013a, 2017, 2019a), an interrogative attitude is what distinguishes a 

genuine inquiry from an ersatz one: When one is inquiring into a given question Q, one is in a 

mental condition in which one is aiming to answer Q and is sensible to the relevant information to 

answer it. Namely, being in the previous mental state is a necessary condition to engage with a real 

inquiry. Indeed, consider the following two cases proposed by Friedman (2019a). In one scenario, 

we have a detective who is investigating who killed someone by searching and evaluating the 

relevant evidence. In the other scenario, the same detective is the killer, and she behaves like a 

normal detective to avoid being discovered: She behaves as if she searched and evaluated the 
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relevant evidence to find the killer. Considering these two scenarios, we intuitively agree that, even 

if the two detectives might appear to behave in the same way, while the first detective is a real 

inquirer conducting a genuine inquiry, the second is not. But why is the first detective making a real 

inquiry while the second is not, although they might appear to behave in the same way? Friedman 

explains that while the first is in an interrogative attitude in which she aims to answer the question 

of who killed the victim, the second is not in this attitude but is only faking the behaviour of who is 

in this very mental state. 

 Moreover, Friedman (2019a) claims that inquiring into a given question does not necessarily 

involve doing specific bodily actions. Namely, to count as inquiring into a given question, one does 

not need to conduct an active inquiry in which one does something in the world with her body to 

find out the answer. Indeed, imagine any armchair philosopher: She does not need to do bodily 

actions to carry out her philosophical investigations. Intuitively, only her mind is necessary and also 

sufficient. Moreover, following Friedman (2017, 2019a), inquiring into a given question can even 

be considered just a mental attitude, not necessarily an activity in which one uses one’s mind and 

body to actively search and evaluate the relevant evidence to answer a given question. Indeed, 

intuitively, even if one is not actively inquiring by doing something in the world with one’s mind 

and body, one can be considered as inquiring into a given question if one asks or opens the relevant 

question in one’s mind and aims to answer it. In a nutshell, following Friedman’s theorising about 

inquiry, we receive the following picture: Whenever one is inquiring into a given question Q 

(whether actively or not), one is in an interrogative attitude toward Q. And, whenever one is in an 

interrogative attitude toward Q, one is inquiring into Q (not necessarily in an active mode).  

So far, Friedman’s perspective is very intuitive and plausible. However, the controversy arises 

when she gives her more specific account of what an interrogative attitude is and, therefore, what 

inquiring into a given question amounts to. Indeed, she (2017) claims that inquiring into a given 

question Q is equivalent to suspending one’s judgment about Q. Namely, she claims as true the 

following two conditionals: 
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1) If one is inquiring into a given question Q, one suspends one’s judgment about Q. 

2) If one suspends one’s judgment about Q, one is inquiring into Q.1 

 

In support of 1), Friedman argues that there is a normative incompatibility between knowing and 

inquiring. Indeed, intuitively, if one already knows the answer to a given question but inquires into 

it to find out the answer, one would naturally object: “You already know and, therefore, you have 

already found out the answer to this question. What is the point of inquiring into it and, therefore, 

aiming to find out its answer?”. In accordance with this perspective, imagine that you already know 

that Biden is the actual President of the United States, but despite this, you are inquiring into who 

the actual President of the United States is. We can intuitively perceive that something fishy is 

happening. Things get even worse if you assert the following statement to make your situation 

verbally explicit: “I know that Biden is the actual President of the United States, but I am inquiring 

into who the actual President of the United States is”.2 Friedman captures this uneasiness between 

knowledge and inquiry by saying that our interrogative attitudes are subject to the following norm: 

 

Ignorance Norm  

Necessarily, if one knows the answer to Q at t, then one ought not to have an interrogative 

attitude towards Q at t.  

 

In other words, if you already know the answer to a given question Q, you ought not to inquire into 

Q.  

However, a question arises: What accounts for the normative incompatibility between 

knowledge and inquiry? Friedman explains that this normative incompatibility exists because 

 
1 See also Friedman (2013a, 2019b, forthcoming) on inquiry and suspended judgment. 
2 See also Friedman (2019b), Sapir and van Elswyk (2021) and Withcomb (2017) on the normative incompatibility of 
inquiry and knowledge. 
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inquiry implies suspension of judgment, which is doxastically incoherent with the belief one’s 

knowledge entails. Specifically, she argues that suspended judgment captures well the kind of 

epistemic openness one displays while inquiring into a given question, which is precisely 

incompatible with the type of epistemic closeness of those who already know and, therefore, believe 

the answer. Interestingly, the development of these ideas brings Friedman (2019a) to claim an even 

stronger norm of inquiry. 

  

 Don’t Believe and Inquire  

One ought not inquire into/have an interrogative attitude towards Q at t and believe the 

answer p to Q at t. 

 

In other words, if one believes the answer to a given question, one ought not inquire into it. 

Specifically, Friedman argues that the previous norm holds because belief represents a state of 

settledness about a given question, while inquiry is a state of openness about it. Based on this, she 

claims again that if one inquired into a given question while believing its answer, one would be in 

an incoherent state: One would be settled and not settled about a given question at the same time. 

Passing to 2), Friedman argues that there are good reasons to consider suspended judgment as 

an interrogative attitude. She notes that suspended judgment is epistemically inappropriate exactly 

when inquiry is epistemically inappropriate. Indeed, imagine that I am inquiring into who the actual 

king of France is, but a second later, I realise there is no king of France because France is a republic. 

Since the presupposition of the question I am inquiring into is false, it appears epistemically 

inappropriate to continue to inquire into who the actual king of France is. Similarly, suspending my 

judgment about the previous question also appears epistemically inappropriate. Indeed, if there is no 

king of France, there would be no sense in suspending my judgment about who the actual King of 

France is. But what explains this? Friedman proposes that if suspended judgment were considered 

an attitude that aims at answering a given question, we would have a good explanation. Moreover, 
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she claims that since inquiry and our interrogative attitudes imply suspended judgment, it is not a 

stretch to think that suspended judgment shares the feature of aiming at answering a given question. 

Rather, she argues that since we suspend our judgment whenever we inquire into a given question, 

suspended judgment can be considered the most basic way to be in an interrogative attitude and 

have a question in one’s “research agenda” or “open in one’s thought”. Namely, the centrality of 

suspended judgment for inquiry would suggest that suspended judgment might be intuitively taken 

as the most basic way to inquire into a given question. 

In conclusion, from Frieman’s perspective, we obtain the following picture: Whenever one 

inquires into a given question (whether actively or not), one suspends one’s judgment. And, 

whenever one is suspending one judgment about a given question, one is inquiring into it (not 

necessarily in active mode). 

 

1.2 Friedman on the normativity of inquiry: Zetetic epistemology 

We have already seen that Friedman’s take on the nature of inquiry implies a particular perspective 

on its normativity. Indeed, she claims that our inquiries into questions are subject to the Ignorance 

Norm: One ought not to inquire into a given question if one knows its answer. Moreover, she even 

supports a stronger normative stance – the Don’t Believe and Inquire principle: One ought not to 

inquire into a given question if one believes an answer to it. However, Friedman’s normative 

perspective on inquiry is not limited to these two norms. 

Indeed, she (2020) claims that our inquiries into questions, being goal-directed activities, are 

subject to the following instrumental norm: 

 

Zetetic Instrumental Principle 

If you want to figure out the answer A to the question Q, you ought to take the necessary 

means to figure A out. 
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Namely, we are under normative pressure to take the necessary steps or means to find out the 

answer to a given question if we want to realise the inquiry goal of figuring out its answer. For 

example, imagine that I want to figure out the answer to the question of how many windows the 

Crysler Building has (Friedman, 2020). Intuitively, I ought to take the necessary steps to answer 

this question if I want to realise this inquiry goal: Without taking these steps, I could not find out 

the number of windows in the Crysler Building. Considering our example, imagine that the only 

available means in my context is counting the windows by myself. In this scenario, it would be 

necessary that I count the windows by myself to answer the question of how many windows the 

Crysler Building has. Intuitively, in this situation, I ought to count the windows by myself if I want 

to figure out the answer to the previous question. 

However, Friedman does not only support this norm of inquiry, but she uses it to claim that 

there is a problematic incoherence within our current theory of epistemic normativity. Indeed, she 

claims that the Zetetic Instrumental Principle is an epistemic norm: It tells us how we should 

behave to achieve our epistemic goals. Nonetheless, she notes that this instrumental principle is in 

normative tension with the traditional and basic epistemic norms that tell us that it is permitted to 

form the belief that p if one has excellent evidence for p or that it is permitted to come to know that 

p if one is in a position to come to know that p. Specifically, she argues that if we accept the 

previous instrumental principle of inquiry and the latter two traditional and basic epistemic norms 

within the domain the epistemic normativity, they systematically give incoherent advice to the 

epistemic agents inquiring into a given question.  

To illustrate this tension, reconsider the Crysler Building’s windows case again. Apparently, at 

any moment during my inquiry, there are a myriad of propositions for which I have excellent 

evidence and that I can come to know. Given the previous basic and traditional epistemic norms, I 

would be permitted to come to believe or know all the previous propositions. Of course, a good 

amount of these propositions would be relevant to my inquiry. But a huge number of them would be 

totally useless to my investigation. Intuitively, if I came to believe or know all these irrelevant 
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propositions, it would become impossible for me to figure out the answer to my question. Namely, 

this latter point shows that it is a necessary means that, in my inquiry, I stay focused to a certain 

degree on the relevant information, and I do not get distracted by all the irrelevant propositions I am 

in a position to know or for which I have excellent evidence. Given this, Friedman’s instrumental 

principle of inquiry would require me to stay focused on the relevant information and, therefore, 

forbid me to come to know or believe all the irrelevant propositions I am in a position to know or 

for which I have excellent evidence. Namely, the Zetetic Instrumental Principle would forbid what 

our basic and traditional epistemic norms would permit. In conclusion, we would have three 

epistemic norms that would give us incoherent epistemic advice. If this is true, as Friedman 

underlines, our contemporary conception of epistemic normativity is intrinsically incoherent. 

However, incoherence is something undesirable in our normative theories: The normative 

tension between the Zetetic Instrumental Principle and our basic and traditional epistemic norms 

calls our epistemic normativity for revision. Given this, it follows that the instrumental principle 

Friedman proposes or our basic and traditional epistemic norms should be revised or even refuted to 

have a coherent set of epistemic norms. Regarding the issue, since Friedman supports the 

correctness of her instrumental principle of inquiry, she ends up with the perspective that our 

traditional and basic epistemic norms should be reconsidered. In particular, she proposes the radical 

view that all our epistemic norms should be reformulated as norms of inquiry. Namely, she suggests 

a radical revision of our current epistemic normativity:3 It should be considered essentially zetetic, 

and we should move on toward what can be called Zetetic Epistemology (Friedman, forthcoming).4 

Ultimately, we should take what can be called the “Zetetic Turn” in epistemology. 

  

 
3 See also Friedman (2018) for a similar work that aims at supporting a revision or our current epistemic normative 
theory. 
4 From Friedman (2020, p. 1): “The Greek verb ‘ζητέω’ means ‘seek for’ or ‘inquire after’. The adjective ‘ζητητιχός’ is 
formed from the verb and means ‘devoted to inquiry’ or ‘disposed to inquire’. The word is used in this paper in a 
slightly different way, to mean ‘related to inquiry’”. 
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1.3 The reaction to Friedman’s theory of inquiry 

Philosophers have reacted to Friedman’s claims about inquiry either by negating one or more of 

them or by critically developing her ideas. For example, many philosophers objected that inquiring 

into a given question is a necessary condition to suspend one’s judgment about a given question and 

have offered their alternative views on the nature of suspended judgment (Archer, 2019, 2022; 

Crawford, 2022; Feldman & Conee, 2018; Ferrari & Incurvati, 2022; Masny, 2020; McGrath, 2021; 

Lord, 2020; Lord & Sylvan, 2021, forthcoming; Raleigh, 2021; Wagner, 2022). Others objected that 

our inquiries always require a state of suspended judgment and that we ought not to inquire into a 

given question if we already know or believe the answer (Archer, 2018; 2021; Falbo, 2021, 2023a; 

Feldman & Conee, 2018; Millson, 2020; Palmira, 2020; Raleigh, 2021; Willard-Kyle, 2023; 

Woodard, 2021, 2022).  

Moreover, interestingly, some of these philosophers (Archer, 2021; Falbo, 2021, 2023a; 

Woodard, 2021, 2022; Willard-Kyle, 2023), by refuting Friedman’s latter normative perspective, 

also try to object to a specific position about the epistemic aim of inquiry – knowledge monism – 

that sees the knowledge of the answer as the only factual and legitimate epistemic goal of our 

investigations (Kappel, 2010; Kelp, 2011, 2014, 2021; Rysiew, 2012; Sapir & van Elswyk, 2021). 

They aim to show how our inquiries can factually and legitimately aim at something more or less 

than knowledge. Based on their criticism of Friedman’s Ignorance Norm and the Don’t Believe and 

Inquire principle, they support that pluralism about the epistemic aim of inquiry is the correct 

perspective, not monism. Namely, the discussion about the previous Friedman’s norms not only 

focuses on their correctness but has naturally extended to the problem of defining the epistemic aim 

of inquiry.5 

Finally, also regarding the tension Friedman detected between the norms of our inquiries and 

our basic epistemic norms, philosophers have reacted in different ways. For example, Steglich-

 
5 Interestingly, Friedman (2024) has stepped into this topic by arguing that it is debatable to claim that there is just one 
epistemic aim that defines our inquiries.  
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Petersen (2021) agrees with Friedman’s perspective and develops it: The tension is real and 

problematic, and a promising way to reconcile the epistemic and the zetetic is to unify our epistemic 

and zetetic reasons by grounding the first in the second – our epistemic reasons are just a subclass 

of zetetic reasons. Instead, Thorstad (2021) argues that the tension is real but does not reveal any 

incoherence because it is just a tension between two different levels of normative evaluation: The 

level focused on our doxastic or epistemic states and the level whose focal point is the processes 

that generate the previous states. Finally, Haziza (2022) defends the position that it is possible to 

reconcile the epistemic and the zetetic just by noting that the epistemic norms Friedman proposes as 

being in tension with the instrumental normativity of inquiry are not correctly formulated from an 

epistemic point of view.6 

In conclusion, Friedman’s works have given rise to a controversy and a debate about the nature 

and normativity of inquiry. The present work aims to contribute to this debate. In what follows, I 

will briefly describe each chapter and its contribution to the main contemporary issues about the 

nature and normativity of inquiry. 

 

  

2. Chapter 1: On interrogative inquiries without suspended judgment and 

doxastic neutrality 

It is a widespread idea in the philosophical literature that what we call “suspension of judgment” 

implies a state of doxastic neutrality (Bergmann, 2005; Crawford, 2004; Crawford, 2022; Hájek, 

1998; Masny, 2020; Raleigh, 2021; Van Fraassen, 1998; Wagner, 2022; Wedgwood, 2002). 

Moreover, Jane Friedman has recently claimed that if one inquires into a given question, one 

suspends one’s judgment about it (2017, 2019b, forthcoming) based on the idea that inquiry is 

subject to what she calls Ignorance Norm: One ought not to inquire into a given question Q, if one 

 
6  See also Falbo (2023b), Flores and Woodard (2023), Dominguez (2023), and McWilliams (2023) for further 
discussions about the “Zetetic Turn” in epistemology. 
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knows the answer to Q. Jointly considered, the previous claims imply the intuitive idea that one is 

in a state of doxastic neutrality about a given question while inquiring into it.  

In the first part of this chapter, I will examine some of the leading cases philosophers have 

offered against Friedman’s perspective (Archer, 2018, 2021; Falbo, 2021, 2023a; Feldman & Conee, 

2018; Millson, 2021; Palmira, 2020; Raleigh, 2021; Woodard, 2021, 2022) and I will argue that it is 

debatable whether they show inquiries into questions without suspended judgment and doxastic 

neutrality. However, considering the problems of these cases, I will propose the possibility of 

investigations I name “explorative disconfirmation inquiries” that can be defined as follows:  

 

1) One disbelieves there is a positive answer to the question Q, “Can I find proof that 

demonstrates the proposition p to be true?”, because one believes p to be false.  

2) One believes the negative answer to Q because one believes p to be false. 

3) One becomes curious about Q because one recognises that one’s beliefs in 2) do not rule 

out per se that it is possible that p is true and that there may be its proof, and one has an 

intellectual interest in the truth value of p. 

4) Based on one’s curiosity in 3), one inquires into Q to explore if there is a disconfirmation 

of one’s beliefs in 2). 

 

 Ultimately, by considering this type of investigation, I will show that Friedman’s claim is indeed 

wrong and that doxastically non-neutral interrogative inquiries do exist. 

 

 

3. Chapter 2: An account of suspended judgment as suspended acceptance 

Jane Friedman has argued that what we call “suspension of judgment” is an interrogative attitude 

(2013a, 2017, 2019b, forthcoming): If one suspends one’s judgment about the question Q, one is 

inquiring into Q. Many philosophers have criticised or developed Friedman’s idea by offering their 
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own takes on suspended judgment (Archer, 2019, 2022; Crawford, 2022; Feldman & Conee, 2018; 

Ferrari & Incurvati, 2022; Lord, 2020; Lord & Sylvan, 2021, forthcoming; Masny, 2020; McGrath, 

2021; Raleigh, 2021; Wagner, 2022). However, despite the differences we can find in the various 

accounts recently presented in the literature, it is notable that there is a widespread idea in our 

theories of suspended judgment: What we call “suspension of judgment” implies a state of doxastic 

neutrality (Bergmann, 2005; Crawford, 2004; Crawford, 2022; Hájek, 1998; Masny, 2020; Raleigh, 

2021; Van Fraassen, 1998; Wagner, 2022; Wedgwood, 2002) and is a condition that is doxastically 

incoherent and metaphysically or normatively incompatible with belief (Archer, 2023; Crawford, 

2022; Friedman, 2017; McGrath, 2021; Raleigh, 2021; Rosa, 2019, 2021, 2023; Wagner, 2022).  

In this chapter, I will propose a new conception of suspended judgment not committed to the 

previous widespread perspective. Following Cohen’s theory of acceptance (1989, 1992), I will 

present a non-doxastic type of suspended judgment described as suspension of acceptance: One 

suspends one’s acceptance about a given question Q when one does the mental action of including 

neither any of the possible complete answers A to Q nor their negation among one’s premisses for 

deciding what to do or think in a particular context, regardless of what one believes or not about the 

truth or falseness of the A. Considering this new conception, I will first underline how this non-

doxastic way of suspending our judgment can be regarded as an interrogative mental act. 

Specifically, I will show that even if suspended judgment is not necessarily an interrogative attitude 

as Friedman’s critics underline, the type of suspended judgment that suspended acceptance 

represents can be considered an act that one does with the aim of settling a decision question one 

has open in one’s mind, “What should I do or think in this particular context?”. Then, against the 

widespread perspective, I will show that something we call “suspension of judgment” is a non-

doxastic mental act that does not imply a state of doxastic neutrality and can doxastically cohere 

and be metaphysically and normatively compatible with belief. 
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4. Chapter 3: On the aim of inquiry: Monism, contextualism, and variety 

Some philosophers have recently challenged the monistic idea that knowledge is the sole aim of our 

inquiries into questions (Kappel, 2010; Kelp, 2011, 2014, 2021; Rysiew, 2012; Sapir & van Elswyk, 

2021) by arguing against Friedman’s Ignorance Norm or Don’t’ Believe and Inquire principle 

(Archer, 2018, 2021; Falbo, 2021, 2023a; Willard-Kyle, 2023; Woodard, 2021, 2022). Specifically, 

by giving examples, they argue that we can factually and legitimately inquire into questions even if 

we already know the answer to achieve a higher epistemic state, like certainty. Moreover, they argue 

that we can even conduct inquiries that aim at something less, like an informed opinion. Given this, 

they end up with a pluralistic stance about the epistemic aim of our inquiries into questions.  

In this chapter, I will show that the pluralists’ cases do not seriously threaten knowledge 

monism. First, I will describe how a knowledge monist can slightly revise her position and motivate 

the following claim: The aim of our inquiries into questions is not the mere knowledge but the 

occurrent knowledge of the correct and complete answer – a type of knowledge that is operative in 

our actions and cognition (Harman, 1986; Lee, 2023). Specifically, when we inquire, we factually 

and legitimately target a type of knowledge of the answer that, at the end of our inquiries, is 

currently activated and in use in our judgment and, therefore, that would currently guide our 

thoughts and actions. Second, I will show how the monist can defend this position from the cases 

the pluralists offer by highlighting how our inquiries come in a variety and are bound to contextual 

aspects. Finally, by analysing the monist’s strategy further, I will end up with a new theory of 

inquiry: A theory that is contextualist, pluralist about the variety of inquiries, but monistic about 

their specific aims. 
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5. Chapter 4: On instrumental zetetic normativity 

Jane Friedman (2020) claims that when we inquire, there is a tension between the instrumental 

normativity of our inquiries and some basic epistemic norms: The former is defined by what she 

calls the Zetetic Instrumental Principle and forbids what the latter permit to come to know or 

believe. Moreover, she argues that since the Zetetic Instrumental Principle is an epistemic norm, the 

previous tension shows that our current conception of epistemic normativity is incoherent and needs 

to be revised. To solve the problem, she suggests that all our epistemic norms should be considered 

“zetetic”, namely, norms of inquiry.  

In this chapter, I will argue that the instrumental normativity of inquiry Friedman depicts is 

inaccurate: The Zetetic Instrumental Principle she proposes is not a correctly formulated principle 

of inquiry. Given this, I will offer an alternative one I call the Zetetic Transmission Principle, which 

is a reformulation of Kiesewetter and Gertken’s (2021) Generic Instrumental Reason:7 If one has a 

final reason to figure out the answer A to the question Q, then one has a reason to take means to 

figure A out, the strength of which depends on the strength of the final reason for one to figure A out.  

Moreover, I will discuss the theoretical advantages of the Zetetic Transmission Principle over the 

Zetetic Instrumental Transmission Steglich-Petersen (2021) proposes to develop Friedman’s idea 

and unify the zetetic and the epistemic by showing that all epistemic reasons are a subclass of 

zetetic reasons.8 

Finally, by exploring further the normative nature of the Zetetic Transmission Principle, I will 

propose the following alternative picture about the normativity of inquiry: All our reasons to inquire 

and take means to answer our questions are instrumental and can be derivative from the epistemic, 

the practical, or both. However, I will argue that our duties to inquire and take means to answer our 

questions are just practical in nature. Based on this, I will show that the tension between the 
 

7 Here is Kiesewetter and Gertken’s (2021, p. 277) original principle: “If A has a final reason to ф, then A has a reason 
to take means to ф-ing”. 
8 Here is Steglich-Petersen’s (2021, p. 15) principle: “If there is reason for one to pursue the aim of figuring out Q?, and 
there is positive probability conditional on one’s ф-ing, that one’s ф-ing helps figuring out Q?, then that is a reason for 
one to ф, the strength of which depends on the reason for one to pursue the aim and the probability”. 
  



17 
 

epistemic and the zetetic Friedman depicts is just a conflict between the practical and the epistemic: 

A conflict that does not show per se that the current conception of epistemic normativity is 

incoherent and needs to be revised.  
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Chapter 1 

On interrogative inquiries without suspended judgment and doxastic 

neutrality 

 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

When confronted with questions, we can manifest our beliefs or disbeliefs. For example, if one 

were asked, “Does God exist?”, one could answer: “I believe it does” or “I do not believe it does”. 

Namely, by giving these answers, one can express one’s theist or atheist stance toward God’s 

existence. However, one can even manifest a third doxastic stance (Rosenkranz, 2007) and answer: 

“I can’t say. I suspend my judgment about this question”. In this case, by providing a can’t-say 

answer, one would represent oneself as an agnostic (Ferrari & Incurvati, 2022). In other words, the 

example of God’s existence shows us that, when confronted with questions, we can manifest our 

beliefs or disbeliefs but also a third doxastic stance we call suspension of judgment. 

Recently, epistemologists have given much attention to suspended judgment (Archer, 2019, 

2022; Crawford, 2022; Ferrari & Incurvati, 2022; Friedman, 2013b, 2017, forthcoming; Lord, 2020; 

Lord & Sylvan, 2021, forthcoming; Masny, 2020; McGrath, 2021; Raleigh, 2021; Sturgeon, 2020; 

Wagner, 2022). Notably, a widespread idea we can find in the literature is that what we call 

“suspension of judgment” implies a state of doxastic neutrality in which one displays neither belief 

nor disbelief about a particular issue (Bergmann, 2005; Crawford, 2004; Crawford, 2022; Hájek, 

1998; Masny, 2020; Raleigh, 2021; Van Fraassen, 1998; Wagner, 2022; Wedgwood, 2002). For 

example, considering the previous question of God’s existence, if one suspends one’s judgment 
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about God’s existence, one would be in a doxastic condition in which one neither believes nor 

disbelieves that God exists. Generalising this perspective, we are presented with the intuitive idea 

that when one suspends one’s judgment about a given question Q, one is in a state of doxastic 

neutrality in which one displays neither belief nor disbelief about which of the possible complete 

answers A to Q is true.9  

Moreover, Jane Friedman (2017, 2019b, forthcoming) has strictly tied suspended judgment to 

inquiry: She argues that any agent inquiring into a given question suspends her judgment about it. 

To sustain this position, she starts by noting the existence of a normative incompatibility between 

knowledge and inquiry. For example, take the case I know that Biden is the actual President of the 

United States. However, despite this knowledge, imagine that I inquire into the question, “Who is 

the actual President of the United States?”. We see something fishy is going on in this case. Indeed, 

it seems intuitive to think I should not inquire into the previous question, given my already 

available knowledge. A common reaction to my inquiry might be: “Why should you inquire into 

that question if you already know the answer?”. Friedman argues that this normative incompatibility 

exists just because inquiry implies suspension of judgment, which is precisely incoherent with the 

belief one’s knowledge implies. Ultimately, based on this, Friedman explains and concludes that the 

following norm guides our inquiries: One ought not to inquire into a given question when one 

knows the answer because, otherwise, one would be in an incoherent doxastic situation. 10 

 
9 To my knowledge, Friedman (2013b, 2017) is the only philosopher who expressly rebuts the necessity of doxastic 
neutrality for suspended judgment. By appealing to the idea that our mind is fragmented, she says that we can suspend 
and believe at the same time by having two conflicting and incoherent doxastic databases. For example, I might suspend 
my judgment about whether God exists in one fragment of my mind but believe that it exists in another fragment. 
However, I do not take these considerations to prove that we can suspend our judgment without being doxastically 
neutral. Indeed, it is a standard in the theory of fragmented mind that even if our doxastic fragments might not be 
deductively closed and coherent if taken all together, they are so if considered singularly (Borgoni et al., 2021). This 
implies that it is possible to believe that p in one fragment and suspend about whether p in another. However, by 
definition, it would be impossible to suspend and believe in the same fragment because, otherwise, one would have an 
incoherent doxastic fragment. Therefore, appealing to the fragmented mind does not show per se that suspended 
judgment does not require doxastic neutrality. Rather, it reaffirms this claim. 
10 Notably, Friedman (2019a) argues for an even stronger norm of inquiry than that claiming that we ought not to 
inquire into a given question if we know the answer: We ought not to inquire into a given question and believe its 
answer. 
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It is important to note that if we join the initial perspective about suspended judgment as a state 

of doxastic neutrality with Friedman’s perspective, it follows an interesting philosophical claim: If 

one inquires into a given question, one is in a state of doxastic neutrality in which one displays 

neither belief nor disbelief about which of the possible complete answers A to Q is true. This can be 

derived from the following reasoning: 

 

1) There is a third doxastic stance we call “suspension of judgment”, and if one suspends one’s 

judgment about a given question Q, one is in a state of doxastic neutrality in which one 

displays neither belief nor disbelief about which of the possible complete answers A to Q is 

true.  

2) If one is inquiring into a given question Q, one suspends one’s judgment about Q.  

Therefore, 

3) If one is inquiring into question Q, one is in a state of doxastic neutrality in which one 

displays neither belief nor disbelief about which of the possible complete answers A to Q is 

true. [1, 2, transitivity] 

 

Conclusion 3) intuitively states that, for example, if I inquired into the existence of God, I would 

display a form of doxastic neutrality about the two possible answers, “Yes, it does” or “No, it 

doesn’t”: I would be in a doxastic state in which I neither believe nor disbelieve one of them. 

Despite this intuitive conclusion, the primary aim of this chapter will be to show that the 

doxastic neutrality previously described and suspension of judgment are not necessary to inquire 

into a given question: Interrogative inquiries without doxastic neutrality and suspended judgment 

do exist. In section 2, I will first examine some of the leading cases philosophers have offered 

against Friedman’s perspective, and I will argue that it is debatable whether they can show inquiries 

into questions without suspension of judgment and doxastic neutrality. However, in section 3, 

considering the problem of the previous cases, I will propose the possibility of investigations I 
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name explorative disconfirmation inquiries to show that Friedman’s claim 2) is indeed wrong and 

that doxastically non-neutral interrogative inquiries do exist.  

 

 

2. Confirmation inquiries, the middle stage of inquiry, and retrieving one’s 

knowledge: Doxatically non-neutral inquiries into questions? 

 

2.1 Confirmation inquiries about our beliefs and knowledge: Interrogative investigations? 

Recently, some philosophers have highlighted the existence of inquiries that can be categorised 

under the label of confirmation inquiries: They are investigations in which one aims to confirm or 

further confirm the truth of a certain proposition p for which one already has a doxastic commitment 

like belief (Archer, 2021; Feldman & Conee, 2018; Millson, 2020) or an epistemic stance like 

knowledge (Archer, 2021; Falbo, 2021, 2023a; Raleigh, 2021; Woodard, 2021, 2022). Specifically, 

when we carry out this type of inquiry, we seek evidence that confirms or further confirms our 

already available doxastic commitments or epistemic state. The question I want to explore in this 

subsection is whether the confirmation inquiries that aim to confirm one’s beliefs or knowledge can 

be doxastically non-neutral inquiries into questions.  

Starting with confirmation inquiries about one’s knowledge, Archer (2021), Falbo (2021, 2023a), 

Raleigh (2021), and Woodard (2021, 2022) propose cases in which one seeks to further confirm 

one’s knowledge that p to argue against Friedman’s claim 2) or the normative thesis that one ought 

not to inquire into a given question when one believes or knows its answer. The scenarios they offer 

are all similar in structure: There is a subject who knows a given proposition p and legitimately 

seeks evidence to further confirm her knowledge and acquire a stronger epistemic stance toward p.  

Here, for the sake of brevity, I will present and discuss just two cases, the first by Falbo (2021, 

2023a) and the second by Woodard (2022):  
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EXPERT SURGEON  

Fatima is an expert surgeon scheduled to perform an operation and spent the morning 

carefully studying the patient’s file: She knows that the left kidney needs to be removed. 

However, a few hours later before the surgery, she thinks that, despite her knowledge, she 

will double-check the patient’s file one last time – just to be sure. She walks into a nearby 

office where her trusted resident is studying the patient’s file and asks him to confirm which 

kidney needs to be removed. He confirms that it is the left kidney. 

 

EXPERT STUDENT  

Riley is taking an algebra exam that is not multiple choice. One of the questions asks one to 

solve for 𝑥𝑥. Riley is quite skilled at these problems, and when they solve for 𝑥𝑥, they get the 

answer 𝑥𝑥 = 15. They thereby come to know that 𝑥𝑥 = 15. After finishing the exam, Riley goes 

back to check their work. To do so, they plug 15 in for 𝑥𝑥 in the initial equation and confirm 

that they got the right answer. In doing this, Riley becomes more confident that 𝑥𝑥 = 15. 

 

In Falbo’s and Woodard’s description of EXPERT SURGEON and EXPERT STUDENT, 

Fatima’s and Riley’s seeking confirmation of their knowledge intuitively shows that they can 

legitimately inquire into the questions of whether the left kidney needs to be removed or whether 𝑥𝑥 

= 15 despite their already available knowledge. Namely, they show that Fridman’s normative stance 

is wrong. However, it is notable that, if this is true, then EXPERT SURGEON and EXPERT 

STUDENT also represent scenarios in which one can inquire into a given question without 

suspending one’s judgment about it and without being doxastically neutral toward the set of its 

possible complete answers. Namely, they exemplify counterexamples to 2) and 3). 

However, I note that this reading of EXPERT SURGEON and EXPERT STUDENT proposed to 

argue against Friedman’s normative claim and 2) is undermined by Falbo’s and Woodard’s own 

theorising about confirmation inquiries. Indeed, they both specify that seeking confirmation of 
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propositions one knows to be true can be just a propositional rather than an interrogative attitude. 

Namely, when one seeks confirmation of one’s knowledge, one can just seek to confirm that p is 

true and not be inquiring into the question of whether p is true. Indeed, as Falbo writes about 

EXPERT SURGEON, since Fatima already knows that the left kidney needs to be removed, she 

needs not be wondering about the question Q1: “Does the left kidney need to be removed?”. Rather, 

she might just seek to confirm the proposition she knows is true: She might just seek to confirm that 

the left kidney needs to be removed when she asks her question to her resident. The same 

description applies to EXPERT STUDENT. Indeed, given that Riley already knows that 𝑥𝑥 = 15, 

they need not be wondering about the question to Q2: “Is 𝑥𝑥 = 15?”. They might just seek to confirm 

that 𝑥𝑥 = 15 when they plug 15 in for 𝑥𝑥 in the initial equation. 

But following this intuitive possibility, then EXPERT SURGEON and EXPERT STUDENT 

would not unambiguously and clearly show scenarios in which one is inquiring into a given 

question despite one’s knowledge of the answer. Indeed, following Falbo and Woodard’s caveat, 

they could rather intuitively show that the confirmation inquiries we make to confirm our 

knowledge can be considered non-interrogative investigations: When one seeks to confirm a 

proposition p one knows to be true, one can be taken as not inquiring into the question of whether p. 

Namely, when one seeks to confirm a proposition p one knows to be true, one can just be taken as 

seeking to confirm that p is true rather than as inquiring into whether p is true. But then, what 

Falbo’s and Woodard’s caveat philosophically shows is that whether confirmation inquiries about 

one’s knowledge can really be interrogative investigations is something that should be investigated 

further rather than presupposed in the theory of inquiry: It is more an open than a settled question. 

Given this, it follows that it is also an open question whether the confirmation inquiries we make to 

confirm our knowledge can really show doxastically non-neutral interrogative inquiries in which we 

do not suspend our judgment. 

What about confirmation inquiries we make to confirm our belief: Can they be interrogative and 

doxastically non-neutral? Archer (2021) and Feldman and Conee (2018) have provided some cases 
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in which one is seeking confirmation of one’s beliefs to achieve a higher epistemic stance, and they 

hold that the scenarios provided speak against Friedman’s claim 2) or the normative thesis that one 

ought not to inquire into a given question if one already believes its answer. Namely, they show that 

it is both normatively and metaphysically possible to inquire into a given question while believing 

its answer. Here are the cases: 

 

TAX RETURN  

Upon completing her tax returns, Jana believes fairly confidently that a small refund is due. 

However, she nevertheless decides to double-check or ask another person to review the 

return just to be sure.11 

 

EXTRATERRESTRIAL ENTHUSIAST 

Myles believes that there is extraterrestrial life based on the following considerations: the 

five elements necessary for life also happen to be the most common in the universe, the 

vastness of the universe offers numerous opportunities for life to evolve, and earth is 

unexceptional when compared to the billions of other earth-like planets. However, while 

Myles takes these considerations to be enough to make his belief justified, he does not take 

it to be enough to ground knowledge. In order to have knowledge that there is 

extraterrestrial life, Myles believes he would either need to see direct evidence of 

extraterrestrial life (like fossils or actual life forms) or receive reliable testimony from 

someone who has observed such direct evidence. Since Myles has not received any reliable 

testimony on this point, when he is offered the opportunity to join a scientific expedition in 

search of direct evidence of extraterrestrial life, he jumps at the opportunity to acquire the 

kind of evidence that would elevate his (justified) belief to the status of knowledge.12 

 
11 This case is adapted from Feldman and Conee (2018). 
12 This case is from Archer (2021). 
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On the one hand, following Feldman and Conee (2018), TAX RETURN would show that Jana can 

inquire into the question Q3, “Is a tax refund due?”, despite believing fairly confidently that the 

answer is “Yes, it is”. On the other hand, following Archer (2021), EXTRATERRESTRIAL 

ENTHUSIAST would show that Myles can inquire into the question Q4, “Does extraterrestrial life 

exist?”, despite believing in a justified way the answer “Yes, it does”. Clearly, if these readings of 

TAX RETURN and EXTRATERRESTRIAL ENTHUSIAST were correct, they would show that 

the confirmation inquiries we make about our beliefs can be doxastically non-neutral interrogative 

inquiries in which we do not suspend our judgment. 

 Moreover, Millson (2020) even holds that any confirmation inquiry is interrogative: If one 

seeks to confirm that p, then one is inquiring into whether p is true. To support this claim, he 

underlines how pairing a confirmation request with the explicit denial of the fact that one is 

inquiring into whether p results in a bad-sounding expression. For example, consider the following 

phrase: “I am not inquiring into whether the left kidney needs to be removed, but the left kidney 

needs to be removed, doesn’t it?”. All of us can note that the previous phrase sounds odd. Hence, 

given Millson’s perspective, it follows that all the confirmation inquiries one makes to confirm 

one’s belief that p are interrogative in nature: They exemplify investigations in which one can 

inquire into a given question without being doxastically neutral and suspending one’s judgment. 

However, as Falbo and Woodard’s caveat showed, the contrary to Millson’s claim is indeed 

possible: Those who seek to confirm their knowledge that p do not need to be inquiring into 

whether p is true. Rather, they can be taken as just aiming to confirm that p. Indeed, note that the 

following possible exchange between Fatima and her resident does not sound bad at all: 

 

Fatima: “Since you are currently studying the patient file, will you please just give me a quick 

confirmation that the left kidney needs to be removed?” 

 



26 
 

Resident: “Sorry if I ask, but the operation is in a few hours, and you are still trying to figure out 

whether the left kidney needs to be removed?” 

 

Fatima: “I’m not trying to figure out whether the left kidney needs to be removed. I’ve already 

carefully studied the patient file this morning: I know which kidney to remove. I asked you the 

previous question because I was just seeking a confirmation to be totally sure before the 

operation.” 

 

Namely, by explicating one’s confirmatory intent, it appears that the pairing of a confirmation 

request about p with the explicit denial of the fact that one is inquiring into whether p can be 

felicitous. Therefore, given these considerations, Millson’s principle turns out not to be strictly true, 

and his reasons for supporting it are not totally probative: They cannot be used per se to conclude 

the existence of confirmation inquiries about one’s beliefs that are interrogative and doxastically 

non-neutral.  

Rather, note that Falbo’s and Woodard’s caveat can even be used to argue that any case that can 

be proposed to show a confirmation inquiry by which one aims to confirm one’s beliefs can be 

intuitively read in a non-interrogative way: When one seeks to confirm a proposition p one believes 

to be true, one can be taken as not inquiring into the question of whether p and, therefore, as really 

inquiring in an interrogative mode. Namely, one can just be taken as seeking to confirm that p is 

true rather than inquiring into whether p is true: One can be taken as just making a propositional 

rather than an interrogative inquiry. 

For example, reconsider the cases Feldman and Conee (2018) and Archer (2021) propose to 

argue against Fridman’s claim 2) and the normative thesis that one ought not to inquire into a given 

question when one already believes the answer. In TAX RETURN, when Jana double-checks or 

asks another person to review the return, she can be intuitively seen without any incoherence as just 

aiming to seek confirmation of her belief that a tax return is due rather than inquiring into Q3. 
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Indeed, since she already believes fairly confidently that a small refund is due and, therefore, that 

the previous is the answer to Q3, she can be taken as not really inquiring into whether it is true that 

a tax return is due: She might just seek a confirmation that it is true that a tax return is expected as 

she believes. The same can be said for EXTRATERRESTRIAL ENTHUSIAST. Myles can be 

intuitively taken as just aiming to confirm his belief that extraterrestrial life exists rather than 

inquiring into Q4 when he jumps at the opportunity to join the scientific expedition. Indeed, since he 

already believes in a justified way that extraterrestrial life exists and, therefore, that the previous is 

the answer to Q4, he can be taken as not really investigating whether it is true that extraterrestrial 

life exists: He might just seek a confirmation that extraterrestrial life exists as he believes.13  

Therefore, considering this intuitive possibility, it follows that also TAX RETURN, 

EXTRATERRESTRIAL ENTHUSIAST, and the confirmation inquiries we make to confirm our 

beliefs cannot be taken to clearly and unambiguously exemplify doxastically non-neutral inquiries 

into questions. Indeed, they can just be intuitively taken without any contradiction as propositional 

rather than interrogative investigations. In other words, what Falbo’s and Woodard’s caveat 

philosophically shows once again is that whether confirmation inquiries about one’s belief can 

really be interrogative investigations is something that should be investigated further rather than 

presupposed in the theory of inquiry: It is more an open than a settled question. Given this, it 

 
13 It is worth noting that someone might also choose another argumentative strategy to argue that cases like TAX 
RETURN and EXTRATERRESTRIAL ENTHUSIAST do not clearly show scenarios in which one inquires into a 
given question while lacking the doxastic neutrality in which one displays neither belief nor disbelief about which of the 
possible complete answers is true. Indeed, one might agree that, intuitively, Jana and Myles can be taken as inquiring 
into Q3 and Q4. However, despite this, one might argue that the doxastic state they manifest in the previous scenarios 
may not really be a belief: It may rather be something that falls short of it, like a degree of credence or confidence. 
Indeed, TAX RETURN can be legitimately read as a case in which Jana needs confirmation by double-checking the 
return or asking someone to review it in order to elevate her degree of credence or confidence to the proper belief that a 
small refund is due. Moreover, EXTRATERRESTRIAL ENTHUSIAST can be legitimately read as a scenario in which 
Myles needs to see direct evidence of extraterrestrial life or receive reliable testimony from someone who has observed 
such direct evidence to elevate his degree of credence or confidence to the proper belief that extraterrestrial life exists. 
By appealing to this perspective, a doxastic neutrality defender would have another argument at her disposal to claim 
that it is not crystal clear that one is actually making a doxastically non-neutral interrogative inquiry in cases like TAX 
RETURN and EXTRATERRESTRIAL ENTHUSIAST. Indeed, given the previous intuitive reading of the cases, Jana 
and Myles would be inquiring into Q3 and Q4 by lacking a proper belief and disbelief about which of the possible 
complete answers is true because they would have something less, like a degree of credence or confidence. See also 
note n. 15 for another argumentative strategy that employs the idea that, in the cases we analysed in this subsection, one 
is occurrently/temporarily suspending one’s judgment and doxastically neutral while conducting one’s confirmation 
inquiries about one’s beliefs or knowledge. 
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follows that it is also an open question whether the confirmation inquiries we make to confirm our 

beliefs can really show doxastically non-neutral interrogative inquiries in which we do not suspend 

our judgment.14 

 

2.2 The middle state of inquiry and hypothesising: Still doxastically neutral interrogative inquiries  

Palmira (2020, p. 2) highlights that some of our inquiries obey a three-stage model: 

 

a) One is open-minded about how to answer the question Q. 

b) One is cognitively inclined to answer Q in a given way while taking the question to be still 

open. 

c) One closes Q. 

 

Namely, one can start one’s inquiry by being totally neutral about which answer solves one’s 

question. Then, as the information flows, one can become inclined to answer Q via a certain answer 

p. Finally, one can close one’s inquiry when one has established the correct answer. 

Palmira argues that the existence of three-staged inquiries shows that it is not true that we 

always suspend our judgment about a given question when we inquire into it and that we are always 

doxastically neutral in our inquiries. Specifically, he notes that even if a state of doxastic neutrality 

as suspended judgment fits well with a) and appears to be the state that opens our inquiries as 

Friedman suggests, suspended judgment and its doxastic neutrality do not work well with b). Indeed, 

in this stage of inquiry, he remarks how we display some dispositions that are not proper of those 

 
14 Note that if our considerations are correct, then the criticism that uses the possibility of confirmation inquiries aimed 
at confirming one’s belief or knowledge against Friedman’s idea of the normative incompatibility of knowledge or 
belief with inquiry is not totally fair. Indeed, it would be unclear whether cases like EXPERT SURGEON, EXPERT 
STUDENT, TAX RETURN, and EXTRATERRESTRIAL ENTHUSIAST could really exemplify scenarios in which 
one is legitimately inquiring into a given question Q while believing or knowing the answer. For, they might be 
scenarios in which one is legitimately seeking to confirm one’s belief or knowledge that p without inquiring into the 
question, “Is p true?”. Therefore, based on our considerations, it seems that Friedman’s detractors should provide cases 
in which it is not ambiguous but rather uncontroversial that one is legitimately inquiring into a given question while 
believing or knowing the answer to make sense of their criticism.  
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who suspend their judgment and are doxastically neutral, but rather characteristic of those who have 

a positive doxastic stance toward what the answer to Q is:  

 

“One is disposed to make more effort in checking whether the information and evidence one 

has so far collected supports closing Q via p rather than doing the same checking with 

respect to other candidate answers; one is disposed to explain away recalcitrant pieces of 

evidence, as opposed to take them at face value and fall short of retaining p; one is disposed 

to make sure that p (rather than other candidate answers) coheres with other relevant well-

established Q-related truths.” (Palmira, 2020, p. 9) 

 

However, Palmira adds that even if one displays in b) the dispositions of those who have a 

positive doxastic stance toward a particular answer, one does not exhibit the dispositions of those 

who believe it: Being disposed to unqualifiedly assert p in the right circumstances and use p in 

theoretical and practical reasoning. Rather, he highlights how these dispositions are more naturally 

associated with the final stage of inquiry in which one settles one’s question. Based on this, Palmira 

concludes that when one is in the middle state of inquiry, one is in a non-neutral doxastic stance that 

neither implies suspension of judgment nor belief. He calls this doxastic state “hypothesis” and 

defines it as follows: One hypothesises that p only if one treats p as true for the sake of closing 

one’s inquiry into Q via p.  

Despite these considerations, I think Palmira’s account only partially succeeds in showing 

doxastically non-neutral interrogative inquiries and does not completely rebut the idea that doxastic 

neutrality is necessary for our inquiries. Moreover, as I will show, one might even resist Palmira’s 

conclusion about 2) and argue that b) is not a suspended-judgment-free stage of inquiry.  

To begin with, note that when one accedes to the second stage of inquiry, there are two 

possibilities:  
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b1) Given the evidence collected and evaluated, one hypothesises that p but does not form 

any belief or disbelief about which answer settles Q. 

 

b2) Given the evidence collected and evaluated, one hypothesises that p and disbelieves a 

number x of all possible complete answers A, such that x ≠ 0, x ≠ A, or x ≠ A-1 because, 

otherwise, one would be in b1) or already in c). Indeed, if x = 0, one would be in the 

situation b1). If x = A, one would not hypothesise that p but rather think there is no possible 

complete answer to Q. Finally, if x = A-1, one would disbelieve all the answers except the 

one hypothesised and, therefore, think to have found the answer. 

 

In the first possibility b1), when one hypothesises that p, even if one is not neutral because 

favours one answer over the others and aims to settle Q via p, one displays nonetheless the doxastic 

neutrality of those who suspend their judgment. Indeed, one neither believes nor disbelieves one of 

the possible complete answers. Moreover, given this neutrality that endures from a) to b1), it 

appears that one can be taken as still suspended about which answer settles Q even if one is 

hypothesising that p. Indeed, if one were asked Q in b1), the typical answer one might legitimately 

provide without any incoherence is the following: “I am hypothesising that p. But, I cannot yet 

really say what the correct answer is. Until my hypothesis is not explored properly, I have to 

suspend my judgment”. Namely, b1) can be taken as a stage of inquiry in which the inquirer is still 

suspending her judgment about Q while hypothesising that p. Therefore, given these considerations, 

b1) does not show a negation of 3). Moreover, those who defend the necessity of suspension of 

judgment for our inquiries would not take b1) as really showing a negation of 2). 

Passing to the second possibility b2), it instead shows a doxastically non-neutral interrogative 

inquiry. Indeed, in b2), while hypothesising that p, one also disbelieves one or more possible 

complete answers. Consequently, b2) also shows that we do not entirely suspend our judgment when 

we inquire in this stage since we judge that some possible complete answers are wrong. Based on 
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this, one can conclude that 2) is wrong and that our inquiries do not need any doxastic neutrality as 

3) states.  

However, this conclusion might be too quick for those who defend 2) and the necessity of 

doxastic neutrality for our investigations. Indeed, one might argue that, in b2), even if one 

hypothesises that p and disbelieves one or more answers, one would still display a form of doxastic 

neutrality toward the set of possible complete answers to Q: One would neither believe nor 

disbelieve any of the remaining possible complete answers. Based on this, those who defend the 

necessity of doxastic neutrality for our investigations would say that, even if 3) is not strictly true, 

b2) does not show that we are not doxastically neutral when we inquire. Rather, considering b2), 

they might just modify 3) in 3)* and thus restate the necessity of doxastic neutrality for our 

inquiries: When one inquires into a given question Q, one is in a state of doxastic neutrality in 

which one neither believes nor disbelieves the possible complete answers one’s doxastic state does 

not rule out.  

Moreover, based on 3)*, we can see that there would still be a doxastic neutrality which endures 

even in the passage from a) to b2): One still neither believes nor disbelieves the possible complete 

answers one’s doxastic state does not rule out. But, again, given this neutrality that endures from a) 

to b2), it appears that one can be taken as being still suspended about which answer settles Q even if 

one hypothesises that p and disbelieves some of the possible complete answers. Indeed, if one were 

asked Q in b2), the typical answer one might legitimately provide without any incoherence is the 

following: “I am hypothesising that p and I already believe that some answers are definitely wrong. 

But, despite this, I cannot yet really say what the correct answer is. Until my hypothesis is not 

explored properly, I have to suspend my judgment about it”. Namely, b2) can be intuitively taken as 

a stage in which the inquirer, since she cannot still say which is the correct answer, is still 

suspending her judgment about Q while hypothesising that p and disbelieving one or more of the 

possible complete answers. Therefore, based on this intuitive description, those who defend the 
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necessity of suspension of judgment for our inquiries would not take b2) as clearly showing a 

negation of 2). 

Finally, it is notable that if b2) is correctly described as above, then 1) is not strictly correct: It is 

not true that when one suspends one’s judgment about Q, one displays neither belief nor disbelief 

about which of the possible complete answers A to Q is true. Indeed, b2) shows a scenario in which 

one suspends one’s judgment about Q but disbelieves one or more possible complete answers. 

Nonetheless, it is not a massive issue for those who sustain the doxastic neutrality of suspended 

judgment. Indeed, they would simply revise 1) in 1)* by taking into account 3)*: If one suspends 

one’s judgment about Q, then one is in a state of doxastic neutrality in which one neither believes 

nor disbelieves any of the possible complete answers one’s doxastic state does not rule out. 

In conclusion, taking into account the revision the doxastic neutrality champion can provide to 

defend her position, she might offer the following revised argument to claim the doxastic neutrality 

of our inquiries into questions: 

 

1)* If one suspends one’s judgment about Q, then one is in a state of doxastic neutrality in which 

one neither believes nor disbelieves the possible complete answers one’s doxastic state does 

not rule out. 

2) If one is inquiring into a given question Q, one suspends one’s judgment about Q.  

Therefore, 

3)* When one inquires into a given question Q, then one is in a state of doxastic neutrality in 

which one neither believes nor disbelieves any of the possible complete answers one’s 

doxastic state does not rule out. [1, 2, transitivity]  
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2.3 I cannot retrieve my knowledge! Still doxastically neutral interrogative inquiries and occurrent 

suspended judgment 

Archer (2018, 2021) has provided some interesting cases against Friedman’s normative claim that 

might be used to argue against 3)*. He proposes scenarios in which one legitimately inquires into a 

given question to find out the answer because one cannot momentarily retrieve one’s knowledge of 

it due to a temporary cognitive impairment.  

Here is a case Archer (2021) proposes: 

 

TEST TAKER 

Lisa is taking an open book history of science exam, but has thus far not needed to consult 

her textbook or notes. Just as she is about to answer a fill-in-the-blanks question asking what 

year Marie Curie was born (a question for which she both knows and takes herself to know 

the answer), the invigilator announces that there is only five minutes left. The panic sparked 

by the invigilator’s announcement causes Lisa’s mind to suddenly go blank. She knows that 

if she had enough time to calm her nerves, the answer would come back to her. But time is 

not a luxury she currently has. Instead of waiting for her eventual recollection, she judges 

that it would be best to inquire anew and spends the next five minutes frantically leafing 

through the textbook. Unfortunately, time runs out before she could find the answer. 

Predictably, as soon as Lisa exits the examination hall, with the feeling of panic now gone, 

she easily recalls that Marie Curie was born in 1867.   

 

Intuitively, TEST TAKER shows that Lisa can legitimately inquire into the question Q5, “When 

was Marie Curie born?”, despite knowing the answer. Indeed, one can momentarily be unable to 

retrieve one’s knowledge about a given question: Reopening the previous question to inquire into it 

seems a legitimate move. Given this, TEST TAKER also intuitively shows that one can inquire into 

a given question while having a belief about what the correct answer is. Indeed, by knowing the 
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answer, Lisa also has a belief about it. Hence, TEST TAKER would show that 3)* is not strictly true. 

Moreover, one could even push the reasoning further and say that, since Lisa knows the answer, 

TEST TAKER would show a case in which one is not really suspending one’s judgment about a 

given question while inquiring into it. Namely, by using TEST TAKER, one might argue that 2) is 

not strictly true.  

However, again, this is not a problematic case for those who defend the necessity of doxastic 

neutrality for our inquiries. Indeed, by using the notion of occurrent belief (Lee, 2023; Harman, 

1986), one might recognise that TEST TAKER shows that 3)* is not strictly true but argue that, in a 

case like TEST TAKER, Lisa displays an occurrent form of doxastic neutrality. Specifically, one 

would argue that even if Lisa has the stored knowledge and, therefore, belief that Marie Curie was 

born in 1876, she does not occurrently know and believe it due to her momentary cognitive 

impairment: Her knowledge and belief are temporarily off and not currently operative in guiding 

her thoughts and actions. Indeed, for example, Lisa cannot currently assert that Marie Curie was 

born in 1867, use this proposition as a premise for her theoretical and practical reasoning, or act as 

if it were true. Hence, based on TEST TAKER, one might restate the necessity of doxastic neutrality 

of our inquiries just by slightly modifying 3)* in 3)**: When one inquires into a given question Q, 

one is in a state of occurrent doxastic neutrality in which one neither believes nor disbelieves, in a 

way that is currently operative in one’s thoughts and actions, any of the possible complete answers 

one’s doxastic state does not rule out. In conclusion, those who defend the necessity of doxastic 

neutrality would end up with the claim Lee (2023) has recently defended: Those who inquire into Q 

do not have an occurrent belief as to what the correct answer to Q is. 

Finally, note that based on this occurrent doxastic neutrality Lisa displays in TEST TAKER, one 

might also object that TEST TAKER is a counterexample to 2). Specifically, one might intuitively 

describe TEST TAKER as a case in which Lisa occurrently suspends her judgment because she 

cannot momentarily retrieve her knowledge and, hence, because she has it temporarily off. Indeed, 

if Lisa were verbally asked Q5, the intuitive answer she could legitimately provide without 
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incoherence would be: “I’m inquiring into it because, even if I know the answer, I cannot currently 

tell it to you: I don’t remember it right now. I’m sorry, but I’m forced to temporarily suspend my 

judgment about the correct answer until I remember it or successfully finish my inquiry”. In other 

words, Jana would be in a temporary state of suspension judgment that would be operative in her 

thoughts and actions until her knowledge became occurrent again. Clearly, in this intuitive 

description, TEST TAKER would not be a problem for 2).15 

 

 

3. Explorative disconfirmation inquiries  

We saw that those who defend the necessity of doxastic neutrality and suspended judgment for 

inquiry can find multiple ways to rebut the arguments of their critics. Specifically, we saw that the 

last way to defend their idea is to claim 3)**. In this last section, I want to provide a case that both 

refutes 3)** and 2), showing that it is indeed possible to inquire into a given question without 

doxastic neutrality and suspended judgment.  

Consider the following scenario: 

 

 
15 It is worth noting that one might apply 3)** also to the confirmation inquiries one makes to confirm one’s beliefs or 
knowledge. Indeed, as we saw, someone might state that cases like EXPERT SURGEON, EXPERT STUDENT, TAX 
RETURN, and EXTRATERRESTRIAL ENTHUSIAST represent scenarios in which one is inquiring into a given 
question. However, even if we might be disposed to accept this statement (we claimed that it is not so clear that we 
should accept it), one might apply 3)** and argue that one would be displaying an occurent form of doxastic neutrality 
and suspended judgment. For example, in EXPERT SURGEON, Fatima can be intuitively taken as inquiring into Q1 
despite knowing that the left kidney needs to be removed but as not having occurrent the corresponding knowledge and 
belief (Lee, 2023). Indeed, Fatima does not currenly use her knowledge and belief to proceed with the surgery, but she 
prefers to ask her resident for confirmation to rule out the possibility of being wrong. And, it is blatantly true that 
Fatima does not occurrently disbelieve that the left kidney needs to be removed. Moreover, we can even imagine that, 
based on this occurrent doxastic neutrality, Fatima might intuitively respond if asked Q1: “I know that the left kidney 
needs to be removed. However, given the delicate situation I am in, I temporarily suspend my judgment about it until I 
confirm my knowledge”. Hence, in this possible reading of EXPERT SURGEON, Fatima would be inquiring into Q1 
and display an occurrent form of doxastic neutrality and suspended judgment when she aims to confirm her knowledge 
and, therefore, belief that the left kidney needs to be removed. In other words, by appealing to 3)**, the doxastic 
neutrality defender would have available another argument in her repertoire, in addition to the one we have presented in 
footnote n. 13, to argue that the confirmation inquiries we make to confirm our knowledge or beliefs might not be 
doxastically non-neutral interrogative inquiries. Similarly, those who defend the necessity of suspended judgment for 
inquiry would have an intuitive case to argue that these confirmation inquiries are not suspended-judgment-free 
investigations: The inquirer would occurrently suspend her judgment by temporarily putting on hold her knowledge or 
beliefs until they are confirmed. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pressing me to clarify this point. 
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CURIOUS ATHEIST  

Jana is an atheist: Based on her research into atheism, she staunchly believes that the 

Christian God does not exist and, therefore, that any proof of its existence is ultimately 

wrong. However, she is very passionate about the problem of God’s existence and 

recognises that her disbelief does not imply per se that it is impossible that there can be real 

proof of God and, therefore, that God does exist. Appreciating this possibility and based on 

her passion for the problem of God’s existence, she became curious if she could really find 

proof of God that could disconfirm her beliefs and prove her wrong. She thinks in the 

private stances of her mind: “I don’t believe that there is proof of God that can prove me 

wrong. But since it is not impossible and the problem of God’s existence is intellectually 

thrilling, let’s see whether I can find it”. Given this, she starts to inquire into the question of 

whether she can find proof of God’s existence to see if she can discover an answer that 

demonstrates being an atheist is a mistake. Specifically, based on her atheistic belief, when 

she proceeds in her inquiry and faces a new possible proof of God’s existence, she 

theoretically assumes its falsity and seeks where its fallacies and errors are. She goes on 

with her inquiry to seek whether there really is any proof that can withstand her 

presupposition of falsity and be free of errors and fallacies, thus proving her wrong. 

 

Intuitively, in CURIOUS ATHEIST, we have an agent who is not doxastically neutral toward the set 

of all possible complete answers to a given question. Indeed, Jana disbelieves that there is a positive 

answer to the question Q6: “Can I find any proof demonstrating God’s existence?”. Specifically, 

being a staunch atheist, she believes the negative ones: Since God does not exist, any proof of its 

existence is ultimately wrong. However, despite her doxastic commitments about Q6, we can see 

that Jana can be curious and inquire into it. Indeed, she inquires into Q6 because she finds the 

problem of God’s existence intellectually thrilling and appreciates that her atheistic beliefs do not 

imply per se that a true proof of God is impossible. Given this open possibility and her intellectual 
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passion for the problem of God’s existence, she becomes curious to see whether she can really find 

herself an answer that can disconfirm her beliefs.  

In other words, generalising from CURIOUS ATHEIST, we can appreciate that there exists a 

kind of investigation we can call explorative disconfirmation inquiry, which can be described as 

follows: 

 

4) One disbelieves there is a positive answer to the question Q, “Can I find proof that 

demonstrates the proposition p to be true?”, because one believes p to be false.  

5) One believes the negative answer to Q because one believes p to be false. 

6) One becomes curious about Q because one recognises that one’s beliefs in 5) do not rule 

out per se that it is possible that p is true and that there may be its proof, and one has an 

intellectual interest in the truth value of p. 

7) Based on one’s curiosity in 6), one inquires into Q to explore if there is a disconfirmation 

of one’s beliefs in 5).16  

 
16 One might raise the objection that even if explorative disconfirmation inquiries might well exist, they might be an 
irrational form of investigation because it is not clear that what is represented is not a situation of doxastic irrationality. 
Specifically, one might say that those who conduct an explorative disconfirmation inquiry would believe a conjunction 
of propositions that might be rationally problematic: “Not-p, but it is possible that p”. For example, we intuitively 
perceive something doxastically irrational if someone affirms the following statement to express their beliefs: “The 
Earth is not flat, but it is possible that it is flat”. A reason explaining this doxastic irrationality might be that the 
abundance of evidence for believing that the Earth is not flat conclusively excludes or makes extremely implausible the 
possibility that the Earth is flat. Given this, we should not believe that it is possible that the Earth is flat and just believe 
that the Earth is not flat. However, despite this particular case, it is not always irrational to believe that not-p and that it 
is possible that p at the same time. Rather, it might even be a worthy thing for our doxastic lives. Indeed, our beliefs are 
not per se factive: They might be wrong. Moreover, even if our evidence is good and persuasive in making us believe a 
certain proposition, it is not always conclusive: It might leave open the possibility that the previous proposition might 
be false. In other words, regarding our beliefs, we are fallible. Given this, apart from cases in which our evidence 
conclusively excludes a certain possibility, there is nothing doxastically wrong in believing that not-p and that it is 
possible that p: It is just the recognition that we are capable of errors. Moreover, from an epistemic perspective, this 
recognition can even be worthwhile in the context of an inquiry: We might discover that, contrary to what we believed, 
we were wrong and, therefore, correct our epistemic position. Notably, these conditions are what legitimises the 
explorative disconfirmation inquiry in CURIOUS ATHEIST. Indeed, Jana recognises that her beliefs about God’s 
inexistence and proof are not conclusively and necessarily true – it is possible that she is wrong: It is possible that God 
exists and that there can be proof of God’s existence. Moreover, if she discovered real proof that God exists, contrary to 
what she believes, she could correct her epistemic position. In conclusion, it might be true that some of our explorative 
disconfirmation inquiries might be doxastically irrational, given the previous considerations. However, not all of them 
are doxastically irrational, like the one Jana conducts in CURIOUS ATHEIST. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for 
bringing this possible issue to my attention. 
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Considering CURIOUS ATHEIST and 4)-7), this kind of inquiry intuitively shows that one can 

inquire into a given question without displaying doxastic neutrality – Not even the occurrent variety.  

Indeed, in CURIOUS ATHEIST, Jana appears to have an occurrent disbelief that there is a 

positive answer to Q6. Specifically, her belief that God does not exist and, therefore, that she cannot 

really find any proof of God’s existence is clearly currently operative in her thoughts and actions 

when she inquires: It guides what she thinks and does during her inquiry. Expressely, when 

confronted with any new possible proof of God, since Jana believes that she cannot really find any 

correct proof that God exists because God does not exist, she immediately theoretically assumes 

that the new possible proof is incorrect. Moreover, based on her atheistic belief, she tries to identify 

the fallacies and errors underlying the new possible proof. Therefore, we can see that her disbelief 

that she can really find any proof of God is currently operative in her reasonings and actions while 

she inquires: It is occurrent in her inquiry.  

Moreover, contrary to what Lee (2023) claims, we can appreciate that this absence of occurrent 

neutrality does not prevent Jana in CURIOUS ATHEIST from being curious about Q6 and from 

making an interrogative inquiry into it. Indeed, we can note that Jana is not just making a 

propositional investigation in which, by disconfirming all the possible proofs of God, she aims to 

further confirm that it is true that God does not exist and that she cannot find any proof of his 

existence. Rather, we can even imagine that Jana in CURIOUS ATHEIST is not making any 

confirmation inquiry at all about her atheistic beliefs. Indeed, she is a staunch atheist and intuitively 

might have no need or interest to further confirm her atheist disbeliefs. Instead, what Jana is 

explicitly doing through her inquiry is putting to the falsification test any possible proof of God to 

see whether she can really find that proof her atheistic beliefs leave open as a possibility, which 

would be a disconfirmation of her own atheistic conviction. Namely, by means of her inquiry, rather 

than seeking confirmation that her belief is correct by disconfirming all the possible proofs of God’s 

existence, Jana is exploring whether she can really find the contrary belief to be right: She is 

exploring whether she can really find her belief to be wrong. Ultimately, the point of her inquiry is 
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to investigate whether a disconfirmation of her atheistic beliefs can be actually found rather than 

seeking to further confirm that they are right.17 

Specifically, based on her intellectual interest in the problem of God’s existence and the 

possibility that her atheistic beliefs leave open, Jana appears to enter into a kind of one’s-conviction-

challenging curiosity, which is expressed by her phrase: “I don’t believe that there is a proof of God 

that can prove me wrong. But given that it is not impossible and the problem of God’s existence is 

intellectually thrilling, let’s see whether I can find it”. A type of curiosity that is familiar in our lives 

of inquiring minds: It expresses our volition to see whether someone or something can really prove 

us and our convictions wrong. This is the type of curiosity that motivates and prompts an 

explorative disconfirmation inquiry like the one we can find in CURIOUS ATHEIST.  

Notably, these remarks show how explorative disconfirmation inquiries and the confirmation 

inquiries we make to confirm that our beliefs are correct differ in a relevant respect. In the first, one 

explores and would put to the falsification test the contrary positions to one’s belief to see whether 

one or some of them survive, proving that one’s belief is wrong. In the second, one would put to the 

falsification test the possible contrary positions to disconfirm them, thereby further confirming that 

one’s belief is correct. Namely, explorative disconfirmation inquiries aim to explore whether there 

is a disconfirmation of one’s belief and, therefore, whether there really is reason to put it into 

 
17 Lord and Sylvan (forthcoming) offer a similar case to show that we can inquire into a given question while we are not 
doxastically neutral. Appealing to a type of compartmentalisation of our mind, they say that we can believe that p at one 
level and be in an inquiring attitude into whether p at another level to put p and our belief under scrutiny. However, this 
possibility can be just taken to restate that one is occurently doxastically neutral when inquiring into a given question. 
Indeed, in the scenario suggested, one can be simply taken as inquiring into whether p while not having one’s belief that 
p currently and temporarily operative in one’s thoughts and actions: One does not occurrently believe that p. Moreover, 
Lord and Sylvan equal the previous inquiring attitude to a state of suspended judgment. Based on this and on the 
previous considerations, their case can just be taken as a scenario in which one occurrently suspends one’s judgment 
about p while inquiring into p: One is temporarily suspending one judgment about whether p is true or false to put p 
under scrutiny without the influence of one’s belief that p. CURIOUS ATHEIST specifically avoid this type of criticism 
(see footnote n. 15). Indeed, Jana’s belief that she cannot find any proof of God is not temporarily off during her inquiry 
but rather operative within it – it guides what she thinks and does in her investigation: Whenever she faces a possible 
proof of God, based on her belief, she presupposes that it is false and tries to identify the fallacies and errors underlining 
it. Specifically, as we have just seen, she put to the falsification test the proofs she faces to see whether she can really 
find that proof her atheistic beliefs leave open as a possibility, which would be a disconfirmation of her own atheistic 
conviction. As we will see in a bit, for the same exact reasons, CURIOUS ATHEIST shows a case in which one does 
not occurrently suspend one’s judgment about the question one is inquiring into: Jana is not temporarily suspending her 
judgment by having her belief momentarily off while inquiring into a given question Q6. Thanks to an anonymous 
reviewer for pressing me to clarify this point. 
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question or even abandon it. Instead, the confirmation inquiries one makes to further confirm that 

one’s beliefs are right aim to corroborate or reinforce them or increase one’s confidence in them. 

Whereas a confirmation-seeking investigator would aim to exclude the possibility of being wrong to 

further confirm that her beliefs are correct, the explorative disconfirmation-seeking investigator 

aims to explore whether such a possibility can be real to see whether her beliefs can actually be 

proved wrong. Namely, unlike the first type of investigator, the second does not seek to corroborate 

or reinforce her beliefs or her confidence in them through her inquiry. Rather, she seeks to find out 

whether there exists something that can actually do the opposite – put into question her beliefs and, 

therefore, reduce her confidence in them or even make her abandon them. 

Nonetheless, there is an objection one might offer. For example, Lee (2023, p. 17) claims that if 

one occurrently believes that p, then one rules out the possibility that not-p from one’s perspective. 

Based on this claim, when one discovered and appreciated that one’s belief does not exclude the 

possibility that it might be false, one would lose one’s occurrent belief. Therefore, given this, when 

one started an explorative disconfirmation inquiry, one would be occurrently doxastically neutral 

about the negative or positive answer as 3)** states. 

I do not dismiss the fact that it is possible sometimes the picture offered by this objection. 

However, I do not think it generalises to any case: It is too strong a claim. For example, I believe 

that our ordinary world exists, and I appreciate that my belief does not exclude the possibility that I 

might be wrong. Maybe, there is a Cartesian demon that is deceiving me right now. However, even 

if I am personally aware of this remote possibility, I continue to fully believe that there is a 

computer in front of me, that I am in Zurich right now, that my skateboard is at home, and so on. 

Moreover, these beliefs are currently operative in my thoughts and actions. For example, I use my 

computer to write this chapter, take public transport in Zurich to reach my house, think about 

whether it is better to go home and skateboard or work an extra hour, and so on. Namely, my beliefs 

about the ordinary world currently guide my thoughts and actions. Apparently, the same happens in 

CURIOUS ATHEIST. Although Jana appreciates the possibility that her atheistic belief might be 
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wrong, she is still a staunch atheist. Moreover, as we have already seen, she uses her atheistic belief 

to decide what to think and do in her inquiry: She puts to the falsification test any new proof of God 

she faces to see whether there can really be one or some that survive, proving her atheistic belief 

wrong. Namely, her disbelief in God and that she can really find proof of its existence is currently 

operative in her thoughts and actions while she inquires. 

Hence, contrary to what Lee contends, these considerations show that it is not necessarily true 

that just recognising the possibility that our beliefs are not necessarily factive, but they might be 

wrong, makes us lose our occurrent beliefs. Moreover, they rebut the objection that in an 

explorative disconfirmation inquiry, such as the one Jana makes in CURIOUS ATHEIST, one must 

be occurrently doxastically neutral because one recognises the possibility that one’s belief might be 

false. 

Therefore, we can see that an explorative disconfirmation inquiry like the one we can find in 

CURIOUS ATHEIST does show that the doxastic neutrality 3)** exemplifies is not needed to 

inquire into a given question. Moreover, CURIOUS ATHEIST offers a counterexample to 2): 

Suspension of judgment is unnecessary to be engaged with interrogative inquiries – not even the 

occurrent variety of it. Indeed, in CURIOUS ATHEIST, since Jana is a staunch atheist and 

occurrently doxastically non-neutral about God’s existence, she does not currently and temporarily 

suspend her judgment at all on the question Q6 she is inquiring into: She does not currently and 

temporarily put her belief on hold when she inquires. Rather, she actually believes that she cannot 

really find any proof of God’s existence, and this belief currently guides her thoughts and actions in 

her inquiry. Indeed, Jana utilises her atheistic conviction to judge the proofs of God she faces during 

her inquiry rather than putting it on hold to pursue a neutral evaluation: She does believe that God’s 

proofs are wrong and, based on this belief, whenever she is confronted with one of them, she 

presupposes that it is false and tries to identify the fallacies and errors underlining it. Specifically, as 

we have already described, she puts to this falsification test the proofs of God to see whether she 

can really find that proof her atheistic beliefs leave open as a possibility, which would be a 
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disconfirmation of her own atheistic conviction. Moreover, given this, it is intuitive to think that if 

asked whether she can find proof of God, she would not provide any can’t-say answer, suggesting 

that she is in a state of suspended judgment. But rather, intuitively, her answer would exemplify her 

belief state: “I believe that I can’t. But given that it is not literally impossible, and I find the 

problem of God’s existence intellectually thrilling, I am checking whether there can really be this 

proof that would prove me wrong”.18 

In conclusion, despite the arguments one can offer to defend the idea that all our interrogative 

investigations are doxastically neutral, we can see that inquiries into question without doxastic 

neutrality and suspended judgment do exist: The explorative disconfirmation inquiries we can make 

represent one way to engage in doxastically non-neutral interrogative investigations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
18 Notably, regarding notes n. 10 and n. 14, CURIOUS ATHEIST also exemplifies a clear counterexample to the norm 
Friedman (2019a) proposes: We ought not to inquire into a given question and believe its answer. Indeed, in CURIOUS 
ATHEIST, Jana does not appear to make any illegitimate inquiry when she believes that she cannot find any proof of 
God’s existence, but she inquires into it because she is curious to find out whether she can really find any proof of God 
that would prove her belief wrong. 
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Chapter 2 

An account of suspended judgment as suspended acceptance 

 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

In a recent series of papers, Jane Friedman (2013a, 2017, 2019b, forthcoming) has developed the 

perspective that one is inquiring into the question Q when one suspends one’s judgment about Q. In 

this account, suspension of judgment is an interrogative attitude in which one aims to answer a 

given question. Epistemologists have reacted to Friedman’s view by offering alternative 

perspectives on the nature of suspended judgment (Archer, 2019, 2022; Crawford, 2022; Feldman 

& Conee, 2018; Ferrari & Incurvati, 2022; Masny, 2020; McGrath, 2021; Raleigh, 2021; Wagner, 

2022) or by critically developing it (Lord, 2020; Lord & Sylvan, 2021, forthcoming).  

However, despite the differences we can find in the various accounts recently presented in the 

literature, it is a widespread idea in our theories of suspended judgment that what we call 

“suspension of judgment” implies a state of doxastic neutrality in which we neither display belief 

nor disbelief about a particular issue (Bergmann, 2005; Crawford, 2004; Crawford, 2022; Hájek, 

1998; Masny, 2020; Raleigh, 2021; Van Fraassen, 1998; Wagner, 2022; Wedgwood, 2002). For 

example, in accordance with this intuitive idea, consider the agnostic about the question of God’s 

existence: A natural description of when she suspends her judgment about this issue is that she is in 

a doxastic state in which she neither believes nor disbelieves the answer that God exists. Indeed, if 

she believed or disbelieved that God exists, she would not be an agnostic but rather a theist or an 

atheist. Namely, put more generally, the previous widespread idea about suspended judgment 
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provides us with the following picture: When one suspends one’s judgment about a given question 

Q, one is in a state of opinion in which one displays neither belief nor disbelief about the possible 

complete answer to Q.  

Moreover, another widespread perspective in our current theories of suspension of judgment is 

that what we call “suspended judgment” is a condition that is incompatible with belief, whether 

metaphysically or normatively speaking (Archer, 2023; Crawford, 2022; Friedman, 2017; McGrath, 

2021; Raleigh, 2021; Rosa, 2019, 2021, 2023; Wagner, 2022). For example, the metaphysical 

incompatibility of suspended judgment and belief is a natural consequence for those who claim that 

suspension of judgment implies a state of doxastic neutrality (Raleigh, 2021). Indeed, reconsider the 

case of God’s existence. As we saw, the agnostic neither believes nor disbelieves that God exists by 

definition for those who claim the doxastic neutrality of suspended judgment. In their perspective, if 

she believed or disbelieved that God exists, she would simply not be an agnostic but rather a theist 

or an atheist. In other words, for those who defend the doxastic neutrality of suspended judgment, it 

would be a natural claim that if one suspends one’s judgment about a given question Q, one does 

not and cannot display a belief toward the possible complete answer to Q. For, otherwise, one 

would and could not really suspend one’s judgment about Q, period. 

Nonetheless, even putting aside the problem of metaphysical compatibility, many philosophers 

would agree that suspending while believing involves having incoherent doxastic commitments 

regarding a certain issue that, intuitively, a rational agent would not have (Archer, 2023; Friedman, 

2017; Rosa, 2019, 2021, 2023; Wagner, 2022). Namely, if one suspends one’s judgment about a 

certain question and believes one of its possible complete answers, one would find oneself in an 

incoherent doxastic condition that one should not be in. For example, this normative incompatibility 

is an intuitive consequence for those who believe in the doxastic neutrality of suspended judgment 

but at the same time accept its compossibility with belief (Wagner, 2022). Indeed, take once again 

the case of God’s existence and imagine that a long-term theist becomes an agnostic because she 

realises that we do not have evidence to prove or disprove the presence of God. However, despite 
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this, further imagine that due to her long-term commitment to theism, she finds psychological 

difficulties in getting rid of her belief: While being agnostic, she still believes that God exists.19 In 

this case, those who defend the doxastic neutrality of suspended judgment but accept its 

compossibility with belief would say that the previous agnostic would find herself in an incoherent 

doxastic condition in which she would believe and not believe that God exists at the same time. 

Intuitively, they would argue that the agnostic should not be in such a condition if she wants to be a 

rational agnostic. In other words, in this perspective, to suspend one’s judgment about a given 

question Q in a rational and appropriate way, one should not believe a possible complete answer to 

Q. 

In a nutshell, taking all together, there is a widespread conception about suspension of judgment 

that provides us with the following picture: What we call “suspended judgment” implies a state of 

doxastic neutrality and is a condition that is doxastically incoherent and metaphysically or 

normatively incompatible with belief. 

 

1.1 The program of the chapter 

The main aim of this chapter is to offer a new conception of suspended judgment that is not 

committed to the previous widespread picture.  

Following Cohen’s theory of acceptance (1989, 1992), I will propose a type of suspended 

judgment described as suspension of acceptance. Specifically, I will claim that there is something 

we can call “suspension of judgment” that is the mental act of including neither any of the possible 

complete answers A to Q nor their negation among one’s premisses for deciding what to do or think 

in a particular context, regardless of what one believes or not about the truth or falseness of the A. 

Namely, I will show that there is a non-doxastic type of suspended judgment. Considering this new 

conception, I will first underline how this non-doxastic way of suspending our judgment can be 

regarded as an interrogative mental act. Finally, against the widespread view, I will show that 

 
19 This case is adapted from Wagner (2022). 
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something we call “suspension of judgment” is a non-doxastic mental act that does not imply a state 

of doxastic neutrality and can doxastically cohere and be metaphysically and normatively 

compatible with belief.20, 21 

 

 

2. Suspension of acceptance 

As just anticipated in the introduction, following Jonathan Cohen’s (1989, 1992) definition of 

acceptance, I will propose a type of suspended judgment that can be identified with suspended 

acceptance. Therefore, the first thing to consider is the notion of acceptance that has been developed 

by Jonathan Cohen: To accept the proposition p or its negation not-p is the mental action of 

including p or not-p among one’s premisses for deciding what to do or think in a particular context, 

whether or not one believes p to be true or false.  

Said informally, the first part of the definition tells us that accepting that p or not-p equals the 

mental action of treating p as if it were true or false in a particular decision context. Moreover, the 

latter part, “whether or not one believes p to be true or false”, tells us that one of the main features 

of acceptance is that one can accept a proposition or its negation regardless of what one thinks 

about it. Expressly, one can accept what one believes, disbelieves, or even what one does not have 

any doxastic state about. Namely, acceptance is a mental act metaphysically independent and 

 
20 It is notable that there already are non-attitudinal accounts of suspended judgment, like those proposed by Crawford 
(2022) and McGrath (2021), in which wich suspension of judgment is something we do rather than a doxastic attitude. 
However, despite this, in these latter accounts, belief excludes or is incompatible with suspended judgment. Differently 
from this perspective, our account will show the existence of a non-doxastic mental act we can call “suspension of 
judgment” that is normatively and metaphysically compatible with belief. 
21 See Lord and Sylvan (forthcoming) for a perspective on suspended judgment that has similar conclusions about the 
compatibility of suspension of judgment and belief but employs a different theoretical framework – an attitudinal 
account of suspended judgment rather than an account based on the perspective that suspended judgment is a mental act. 
They identify two types of interrogative attitudes that they equal to two ways of having one’s judgment suspended and 
argue that it can be coherent, possible, and legitimate to have these attitudes while believing. For example, they 
underline how we have the ability to compartmentalise our beliefs at one level and put them under scrutiny at another 
level without showing a problematic doxastic incoherence or something defective from a normative point of view. See 
their work for more details. 
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compatible with the presence or absence of any state of opinion: Neither is nor implies a doxastic 

state.22  

To have an intuitive understanding of this notion of acceptance, consider the following scenario 

that can exemplify an ordinary situation for lawyers:  

  

 LAWYER  

Jana is Tex’s lawyer and has no opinion about whether he killed Carson. However, since she 

will defend Tex in court against the prosecutors, she postulates that he is innocent in order to 

decide what to do and think to provide him with the best defence.23  

 

LAWYER intuitively shows that Jana decides to treat the proposition p1, “Tex is innocent”, as if it 

was true to set what to do and think to defend Tex in the court from the prosecutors’ accusations. 

Namely, she accepts that p1 for the sake of Tex’s defence. However, LAWYER also points out that 

she can do this without necessarily having any belief about Tex’s innocence or guilt. Note that a 

similar thing may be done by Tex’s prosecutors. Indeed, they might treat p1 as if it was false to set 

what to do and think to make their accusations viable. Nonetheless, they might lack full belief that 

p1 is indeed false because they may just have clues but not proper evidence that Tex committed the 

crime. Namely, they may postulate Tex’s guilt even if they do not fully believe it to do their work of 

prosecutors. 

But now, since we have a positive and negative form of acceptance that parallels the state of 

believing true and believing false in the doxastic realm, we can also define a third mental action in 

the acceptance realm, which is the non-doxastic correspondent of suspended judgment. Let us call 

this kind of mental act suspension of acceptance. Following Cohen’s framework, it can be firstly 

offered the following definition: One suspends one’s acceptance about the questions of whether p 
 

22 See Cohen (1989, 1992) for a full perspective on the differences between acceptance and belief. For more non-
doxastic accounts of acceptance, see also Alston (1996), Audi (2008), Bratman (1992), Buckareff (2004, 2005, 2010), 
Engel (1998), Frankish (2012), Stalnaker (1987), Tuomela (2000), Van Fraassen (1980), and Velleman (2000). 
23 This case is adapted from Cohen (1989, 1992). 
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when one does the mental action of including neither p nor not-p among one’s premisses for 

deciding what to do or think in a particular context, whether or not one believes p to be true or false. 

However, we can generalise this definition to any type of question and not just limit our perspective 

to the question of whether p. By doing so, we have that one suspends one’s acceptance about a 

given question Q when one does the mental action of including neither any of the possible complete 

answers A to Q nor their negation among one’s premisses for deciding what to do or think in a 

particular context, regardless of what one believes or not about the truth or falseness of the A. In 

short, one suspends one’s acceptance about Q when one does a mental action by which one neither 

accepts nor refuses to accept any possible A to Q. 

Again, to intuitively appreciate this notion of suspended acceptance, consider the following 

scenario, which describes how sometimes we can attempt to conduct a neutral investigation: 

 

 DETECTIVE  

Jana is a detective inquiring into who killed Carson. The mass media have built a case that 

incriminates the politician Tex. Jana is persuaded by the mass media case because she 

profoundly hates Tex and really thinks that a lousy person like him can commit murder. 

However, she is in charge of finding out who killed Carson and recognises that her political 

beliefs should not guide her investigation because she might be accused of making a partisan 

inquiry and even be fired. Given these considerations, she decides not to presuppose Tex’s 

innocence or guilt to decide what to do and think within her inquiry. Indeed, she acquires 

and evaluates all the relevant evidence, not just focusing on confirming that Tex is guilty. To 

her surprise, she discovers that Carson was killed by Tex’s wife, Clara, because she was 

jealous of their secret love affair. 

 

The case shows that Jana is convinced that Tex is Carson’s killer, influenced by her political 

opinions and the mass media case. However, it also points out that, despite her belief, Jana can take 
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a neutral approach to inquire into who killed Carson. Indeed, she can suspend her acceptance about 

the question of whether Tex is guilty even if she believes the answer that he really is. Namely, she 

can choose to treat Tex neither as if he were innocent nor as if he were guilty to decide what to do 

and think within her investigation and render a verdict that is not partisan because of her political 

beliefs. Moreover, note that, despite her belief that Tex is guilty, Jana might also suspend her 

acceptance about the more general question of who killed Carson to be even more confident of 

performing a neutral inquiry. Namely, she might treat any possible answer neither as if it were true 

nor as if it were false to decide what to do and think within her investigation, regardless of whether 

she already believes one of the possible answers to be true.24 

Therefore, given these considerations, we have an intuitive picture of how suspended 

acceptance works, and we can see that, similarly to positive and negative acceptance, it is a mental 

act we can do regardless of what we believe or disbelieve about a certain issue: Neither is nor 

implies a doxastic state. 

 

 

3. Suspended acceptance as an interrogative mental act and a non-doxastic type 

of suspended judgment 

 

3.1 Does suspended acceptance imply an interrogative attitude? 

As mentioned in the introduction, philosophers are debating whether suspended judgment is an 

interrogative attitude. Namely, the question is whether one is inquiring into a given question when 

 
24 It is important to underline that acceptance is not a stative thing within an inquiry. Indeed, given the evidence one 
acquires during one’s investigation, one can decide to modify one’s acceptance dynamically. For example, take the case 
Jana suspends her acceptance about who Carson’s killer is in DETECTIVE. Moreover, imagine that, at a certain point, 
she discovers good but insufficient evidence that Tex’s wife is Carson’s killer. Given this, she can choose to pass from 
suspending her acceptance to accepting that Tex’s wife is the killer to decide what to do or think within her inquiry (for 
example, acquiring more evidence confirming that Tex’s wife is guilty). In other words, what we accept or not in our 
investigations can be a dynamic thing that can vary as we acquire and evaluate the relevant evidence. 
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one suspends one’s judgment about it. Similarly, we can ask the same question for suspended 

acceptance: When one suspends one’s acceptance about Q, is one inquiring into Q? 

As our considerations about DETECTIVE show, it is intuitively possible that one inquires into a 

given question when one suspends one’s acceptance about it. Indeed, Jana can suspend her 

acceptance about the question of who killed Carson and inquire into it. However, it does not seem 

necessarily true that one inquires into Q whenever one suspends one’s acceptance about Q. For 

example, imagine a case in which Jana does not inquire into the question of whether the Earth is 

round because she is totally convinced by science that the Earth is indeed round. However, despite 

this, further imagine that she suspends her acceptance about the previous question because she 

wants to appear neutral about the Earth’s shape to avoid offending and arguing with her best friend, 

a flat-earther. In this eventuality, Jana does not inquire into the question “Is the Earth round?” even 

if she does the mental action of not presupposing any possible answer to decide what to think or do 

in order to avoid offending and arguing with her flat-earther best friend.  

However, even if those who suspend their acceptance about a given question do not need to be 

inquisitive about it, it is worth noting that they can be regarded as being in an interrogative 

condition. Indeed, when one suspends one’s acceptance, one does the mental action of presupposing 

neither the possible complete answers to a given question nor their negation in order to decide what 

to do or think in a particular context. Namely, those who suspend their acceptance can be 

considered as subjects who have unsettled or “open in their thought” (Friedman, 2017, 2019a) the 

decision question: “What should I do or think in this context?”. Indeed, for example, in 

DETECTIVE and in the case of the flat-earther friend, when Jana suspends her acceptance, she is 

intuitively aiming to settle the questions Q1 and Q2: “What should I do or think to inquire into the 

question of who killed Carson in a neutral way?”, “What should I do or think not to offend my flat-

earther friend and argue with him?”. Namely, when Jana suspends her acceptance, she is intuitively 

aiming to solve the question of what to think or do in a particular context in which she pursues 

inquiry neutrality or conflict avoidance. 
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Moreover, note that this reasoning can be extended to the positive and negative forms of 

acceptance. Indeed, even in LAWYER, when Jana accepts that Tex is innocent, she can be taken as 

aiming to find a way to settle the question Q3: “What should I think or do to defend Tex from the 

prosecutors’ accusations?”. Similarly, despite having no full belief of Tex’s guilt, the prosecutors 

who accept that Tex is not innocent but rather guilty can be seen as aiming to find a way to settle the 

question Q4: “What should we think or do to make the accusation against Tex viable?”. Namely, in 

both cases, they can be intuitively regarded as subjects who are aiming to find a way to settle the 

question of what to think or do in their specific contexts in which they seek to comply with their 

professional duties as lawyers and prosecutors – defending a client or accusing a suspect. 

Therefore, we can see that when one suspends one’s acceptance about a given question or 

accepts the truth or the falseness of a certain proposition, one can be regarded as being in an 

interrogative condition toward the decision question: “What should I do or think in this particular 

context?”. Namely, one can be regarded as having the previous question unsettled or open in one’s 

thought. However, besides being in this interrogative condition, it is notable that one also actually 

does something by accepting in a positive or negative way or by suspending one’s acceptance: One 

adopts a specific policy in order to settle the previous decision question and, therefore, decide what 

to think or do in a particular context. Specifically, one does the mental action of presupposing a 

proposition or its negation or presupposing neither the truth nor the falseness of any answer to a 

given question to settle the decision question of what to do or think in a particular context.  

Indeed, in DETECTIVE, when Jana suspends her acceptance about the question of whether Tex 

is guilty, she presupposes neither that Tex is guilty nor that he is innocent to settle the decision 

question Q1, namely to decide what she should do or think to inquire into the question of who killed 

Carson in a neutral way. In the case of the flat-earther friend, when Jana suspends her acceptance 

about the question of whether the Earth is round, she presupposes neither that the Earth is round nor 

that it is not round to settle the decision question Q2, namely to decide what she should do or think 

not to offend her flat-earther friend and argue with him. In LAWYER, when Jana accepts that Tex is 
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innocent, she presupposes that Tex is indeed innocent to settle the decision question Q3, namely to 

decide what she should think or do to defend Tex from the prosecutors’ accusations. On the contrary, 

when prosecutors accept that Tex is not innocent but rather that he is guilty, they presuppose that 

Tex is indeed not innocent but rather that he is guilty to settle the decision question Q4, namely to 

decide what they should think or do to make the accusation against Tex viable.  

 In conclusion, given this, it follows the perspective that the mental acts of positive, negative, 

and suspended acceptance, despite not strictly interrogative attitudes, can be considered 

interrogative mental acts: Acts that are done with the aim of settling a question one has unsolved or 

open in one’s thought. In particular, taking into account our considerations, when one accepts p or 

not-p, or one suspends one’s acceptance about a given question Q, one can be taken as doing a 

mental action – presupposing p or not-p, or presupposing neither the truth nor the falseness of any 

answer to Q – that is aimed at settling the decision question, “What should I do or think in this 

particular context?”, one has unsolved or open in one’s thought. Ultimately, we can see that 

suspended acceptance can be regarded as a mental act that implies an interrogative attitude toward 

the previous decision question and that is aimed at settling it by adopting the policy of presupposing 

neither the truth nor the falseness of any answer to the question on which acceptance is suspended. 

 

3.2 A non-doxastic type of suspended judgment  

At this point, we can ask ourselves if suspended acceptance, as defined before, can be considered a 

form of suspended judgment. The answer seems to be positive. For example, consider DETECTIVE: 

Jana can be intuitively described as suspending her judgment about Tex’s guilt when she suspends 

her acceptance. Indeed, in a sense, she decides neither to judge Tex guilty nor to judge him innocent 

in the context of her investigation. Specifically, she makes this decision because she wants to use a 

neutrally conducted inquiry to determine who killed Carson and not just assume the verdict based 

on her political opinions. Hence, given this description, Jana can be regarded as an agent who 

suspends her judgment about Tex’s guilt in order to decide what to do or think in the context of her 
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inquiry and conduct a neutral investigation. The same considerations apply to the case of  Jana’s 

flat-earther friend. Indeed, in this scenario, Jana decides neither to judge the Earth as being round 

nor to judge it as being not round in the context of her interactions with her best friend, who is a 

flat-earther. Specifically, she takes this decision because she does not want to offend and argue with 

her best friend. Hence, given this description, Jana can again be regarded as an agent who suspends 

her judgment about Earth’s shape in order to decide what to think or do in the context of her 

interactions with her flat-earther best friend. 

However, one might point out that Jana, in DETECTIVE, believes that Tex is guilty based on 

her political beliefs and, therefore, that she is not really suspending her judgment about Tex. The 

same can be said for the case of Jana’s flat-earther friend. Indeed, one might point out that since 

Jana believes that the Earth is round, she is not really suspending her judgment about the Earth’s 

shape. Given this, one might ask: “Is Jana suspending or not her judgment in DETECTIVE and in 

the flat-earther case?”.  

To dispel this question, it is sufficient to note that Jana is judging the propositions p2, “Tex is 

guilty”, and p3, “The Earth is round”, in two different ways in DETECTIVE and in the flat-earther 

case: One doxastic, the other non-doxastic. On the one hand, her judgment amounts to a state of 

opinion: She believes that p2 and p3. Hence, in this perspective, she does not suspend her judgment 

because she does not suspend her belief. However, on the other hand, her judgment is a form of 

acceptance that neither is nor implies a credal state but is a mental act she does in the context of her 

inquiry or interactions with her best friend: She decides to treat p2 and p3 neither as if they were true 

nor as if they were false when she inquires or interacts with her flat-earther friend because she 

wants to conduct a neutral investigation or she wants not to offend her friend and argue with him. In 

this second perspective, Jana suspends her judgment because she suspends her acceptance about the 

question of whether p2 or p3.  
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In other words, to dispel the initial question, it is sufficient to note that the label “suspension of 

judgment” is ambiguous and can express different things: A doxastic condition in which one 

suspends one’s belief but also a non-doxastic mental act by which one suspends one’s acceptance. 

 

 

4. Suspended acceptance is a type of suspended judgment that is doxastically 

coherent and metaphysically and normatively compatible with belief 

Having this word sense disambiguation, we can now appreciate that there are some negative 

consequences for the widespread view about suspension of judgment we presented in the 

introduction. 

We saw that, by definition, suspended acceptance is not a doxastic state but a mental act 

metaphysically independent and compatible with the presence or absence of any state of opinion. 

Namely, we do not need to have or lack any doxastic state to suspend our acceptance, and we can 

have or lack any doxastic state when we suspend our acceptance. On the one hand, this means that 

we can suspend our acceptance about the questions of whether p and not necessarily be in a state of 

doxastic neutrality in which we neither believe nor disbelieve that p. On the other hand, it points out 

that we can suspend our acceptance about whether a certain proposition is true and believe it to be 

true. Indeed, this is intuitively exemplified by DETECTIVE: Jana suspends her acceptance about 

whether Tex is guilty and believes that he really is. In contrast with the widespread view, this 

directly shows that there is something that we can call “suspended judgment” that is not a doxastic 

state, does not necessarily imply a state of doxastic neutrality, and is metaphysically compatible 

with belief. 

Moreover, if the last statement is true, then it also follows that suspension of acceptance can 

doxastically cohere and be consistent with any state of opinion – belief included. Indeed, since 

suspended acceptance is not a doxastic state but a mental action metaphysically independent and 
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compatible with any state of opinion, it follows that there is, in principle, no doxastic incoherence 

that is necessarily instantiated by suspending one’s acceptance and believing at the same time. For 

example, it is possible a case where we believe that p and we suspend our acceptance about whether 

p without being in a state of doxastic neutrality in which we neither believe nor disbelieve that p. 

Clearly, in this possible scenario, we would not be in the doxastic incoherent situation in which we 

have and do not have the belief that p at the same time. Furthermore, reconsider DETECTIVE. 

Intuitively, Jana does not display any incoherence in her set of beliefs when she suspends her 

acceptance about whether Tex is guilty and believes that he really is. Indeed, she believes that Tex is 

guilty based on her political convictions, but she also believes that her politically biased belief 

should not guide her inquiry if she does not want to be accused of being partisan or even dismissed. 

Notably, for this very latter reason, she suspends her acceptance about whether Tex is guilty. 

Therefore, in contrast with the commitments of the widespread view, the characteristic features of 

suspended acceptance directly show that it is not true that what we call “suspended judgment”, if 

combined with belief, always generates incoherent doxastic commitments toward a certain issue.25 

Finally, it is worth noting that suspending one’s acceptance while believing does not even 

necessarily create problematic normative situations that a rational agent should avoid being in. But 

rather, it can even be a reasonable thing to do. Indeed, take the case DETECTIVE and imagine if 

Jana had used her politically biased false belief to carry out her inquiry: What would she have done? 

Thinking about the worst case, she would have made a partisan inquiry in which she would have 

ignored all the facts demonstrating Tex’s innocence, and she would have searched and used just the 

evidence supporting her false view that Tex is the killer. In the end, after building her accusation, 

she would have concluded that Tex is indeed the killer and would have put an innocent in jail. 

 
25  However, it is important to note that even if there is not necessarily doxastic incoherence between belief and 
suspended acceptance, there is indeed a practical incoherence between suspended acceptance and the use of one’s 
belief in one’s actions, whether mental or bodily. Indeed, take DETECTIVE and imagine that while Jana suspends her 
acceptance, she also acts based on her belief: She would use and not use at the same time the proposition that Tex is 
guilty to decide what to do or think in the context she finds herself in. Therefore, even if suspended acceptance does not 
necessarily generate incoherent doxastic commitments if combined with belief, the use of one’s belief that p in one’s 
actions is practically incoherent with the suspension of acceptance about whether p if they are both realised at the same 
time and in the same context. 
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Instead, in the best case, after acquiring some evidence, she would have realised that her belief was 

false and unjustified because it was just based on her political opinions. Based on this, she would 

have decided to abandon the work already done, discard the information acquired to accuse Tex, 

and investigate in another way.  

Either way, we can appreciate that Jana would have done something wrong or unideal 

epistemically and practically if she had followed her politically biased false belief to conduct her 

investigation. Indeed, she would have wasted her time, done the morally wrong thing, and been a 

faulty epistemic agent who believes in an unjustified way and is not responsive to the evidence 

appropriately. Hence, we can recognise that, in DETECTIVE, Jana does one of the most practically 

and epistemically reasonable things when she suspends her acceptance to conduct a neutral inquiry. 

In contrast with the commitments of the widespread view, these considerations directly show that it 

is not always true that what we call “suspended judgment” generates a situation one should not be 

in if combined with belief. Indeed, as we have just noted in DETECTIVE, Jana does something 

totally legitimate or even recommendable when she suspends her acceptance about the question of 

whether Tex is guilty, but she believes the answer that he really is.26  

In conclusion, taking into account all our considerations, the widespread view about suspended 

judgment we can find in contemporary philosophical literature and its theoretical commitments are 

not literally true. Indeed, there can exist a form of suspension of judgment that is a non-doxastic 

mental act, which does not imply any neutrality of opinion and can be doxastically coherent and 

 
26 However, taking into account the considerations in footnote n. 25, even if our beliefs can be normatively compatible 
with suspended acceptance, the use of them in our actions while we suspend our acceptance might be practically 
problematic. Indeed, as footnote n. 25 describes, using one’s belief that p while suspending one’s acceptance about 
whether p at the same time and in the same context is a type of practical incoherence. One might say that we are safe 
from this type of incoherence because it is metaphysically impossible to suspend one’s acceptance about whether p 
while using one’s belief that p. However, imagine that suspended acceptance and the use of one’s belief were really 
compossible: It would be possible a situation in which an agent uses and does not use a certain proposition in her 
actions at the same time and in the same context. Intuitively, by reading this scenario, it exemplifies a type of 
incoherence we should avoid if we want to be rational agents. Namely, one should not suspend one’s acceptance about 
whether p and use one’s belief that p at the same time and in the same context because, otherwise, one would be an 
incoherent agent from a practical point of view. Therefore, assuming the reality of the previous possibility, even if there 
would be no illegitimacy in believing and suspending one’s acceptance, one would be in a normatively defective 
condition if one used one’s belief that p in one’s actions and one suspended one’s acceptance about whether p at the 
same time and in the same context.  
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metaphysically and normatively compatible with belief. I argued that this type of suspended 

judgment is suspended acceptance. 
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Chapter 3 

On the aim of inquiry: Monism, contextualism, and variety 

 

 

 

 

1. Introduction  

It is a platitude that we inquire into questions because we want to improve our epistemic position 

(Archer, 2021; Falbo, 2021, 2023a; Woodard, 2021, 2022). However, it is a matter of discussion 

whether we should take a monist or pluralist stance about the kind of epistemic improvement we do 

and should pursue when we inquire into a given question: Is the aim of our inquiries into questions 

and their legitimate target represented by just one epistemic state or by a plurality of epistemic 

states? 

A very intuitive and commonly shared idea is that knowledge is the goal of our inquiries into 

questions (Kappel, 2010; Kelp, 2011, 2014, 2021; Rysiew, 2012; Sapir & van Elswyk, 2021). 

Notably, this monistic idea has a double interpretation: One descriptive, the other normative. The 

first says that what makes something an inquiry into a specific question is the pursuit of knowledge: 

One is inquiring into the question Q only if one aims at the knowledge of the correct and complete 

answer. The second says that what makes an inquiry into a specific question rational or legitimate is 

the pursuit of knowledge: One is rationally inquiring into Q only if one aims at the knowledge of 

the correct and complete answer. Moreover, intuitively connected to the latter normative conception, 

some philosophers (Friedman, 2017; Sapir & van Elswyk, 2021; Whitcomb, 2017) have claimed 

that one’s inquiry into a specific question is illegitimate if one already knows its answer. Namely, 
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they hold what can be called the Ignorance Norm of Inquiry (INI): One ought not to inquire into a 

specific question if one already knows its correct and complete answer. 

However, many philosophers (Archer, 2018, 2021; Falbo, 2021, 2023a; Friedman, 2024; 

Willard-Kyle, 2023; Woodard, 2021, 2022) have recently criticised the previous monist position by 

offering cases purported to show how we can indeed legitimately aspire to improve our epistemic 

positions in ways other than knowledge when we inquire. For example, they provided examples like 

the following to show how we can aspire to something less or more than knowledge, like an 

informed opinion or certainty: 

 

 EXPERT SURGEON  

Fatima is an expert surgeon scheduled to perform an operation and spent the morning 

carefully studying the patient’s file: She knows that the left kidney needs to be removed. 

However, a few hours later, before the surgery, she thinks that, despite her knowledge, she 

will double-check the patient’s file one last time – just to be sure. She walks into a nearby 

office where her trusted resident is studying the patient’s file and asks him to confirm which 

kidney needs to be removed. He confirms that it is the left kidney. 

 

RAIN  

José lives in a place where the weather is moderately variable: He knows that there is no 

way for him to come to know whether it will rain later. Not even meteorologists can know 

this with any reliable accuracy. Indeed, José never refers to the local weather forecasts. 

However, he is about to leave the house for work, and he walks over to the window, lifts the 

curtain, and looks up at the sky: The sky looks clear. While José doesn’t know that it won’t 
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rain later, he becomes more confident that it won’t rain later. He leaves the umbrella at the 

door and heads off to work.27 

 

On the one hand, following Falbo (2021, 2023a), one can claim that a case like EXPERT 

SURGEON intuitively shows that Fatima can legitimately inquire into the question Q1, “Is it the left 

kidney that needs to be removed?”, although she already knows that, indeed, it is the left kidney that 

needs to be removed. Indeed, one can take EXPERT SURGEON as manifesting a scenario in which, 

given the delicate situation one is in, one legitimately inquires into a question not to achieve the 

knowledge of the answer – one already has – but to reach its certainty. On the other hand, 

considering RAIN, one can take it as a scenario in which José legitimately inquires into Q2, “Will it 

rain later?”, just to form an informed opinion about what the possible answer is. Indeed, one can 

read RAIN as showing that one might be aware of not being able to achieve knowledge about a 

given question and, therefore, be legitimately content to reach something less. 

Moreover, the same philosophers have offered scenarios against the monistic perspective to 

make manifest that one can even factually and legitimately inquire into a given question not to 

come to know the answer but to retrieve the answer one already knows but cannot momentarily 

recover from one’s memory:  

 

RUSH  

Sahar is auditioning for a talent show. Over the past few months she has perfected a drum 

solo to Rush’s song Fly by Night. As she’s filling out the audition form, she’s having 

trouble recalling the name of the song. She knows that it starts with ‘F’ and that it came out 

in 1975, but she can’t recall anything more than that. This is frustrating because she knows 

the name of the song – she plays it all the time – but she can’t bring it to mind it the current 

 
27 These cases are adapted from Falbo (2021, 2023a). 
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moment. She quickly Googles it. She searches “Rush album 1975.” As soon as Sahar sees 

the owl on the album cover it hits her: of course – it’s Fly By Night!  

 

Following Falbo (2023a), one can claim that, in RUSH, Sahar is legitimately inquiring into the 

question Q3, “What’s that Rush’s song?”, even if she knows the answer. Specifically, one can take 

Sahar as legitimately inquiring into Q3 not to come to know the name of Rush’s song – since she 

already knows it –  but to retrieve the knowledge of the answer she already has. Indeed, intuitively, 

it is a legitimate move to make an investigation into a given question to retrieve the knowledge of 

the answer one cannot momentarily and directly access from one’s memory. 

In general, we can see how the previous cases put pressure on the knowledge monist’s 

machinery. Indeed, if correct, they would show that there can be both genuine and legitimate 

inquiries into specific questions that 1) aim at something other than just knowing the answer and 2) 

can take place even if this knowledge of the answer is already there. As a natural consequence, the 

philosophers offering the previous cases against knowledge monism end up with a pluralist position 

about the aim of our inquiries into questions: More than one epistemic state can represent the aim of 

our investigations into specific questions and their legitimate target. Namely, when we inquire into a 

given question, we can factually and legitimately aim to improve our epistemic position in multiple 

ways beyond knowledge. Indeed, as the cases are intended to show, we can factually and 

legitimately aim to form an informed opinion about the answer, retrieve its knowledge, or even 

aspire to its certainty.28  

 
28 It is worth considering that a knowledge monist might object that the pluralists do not differentiate between the 
epistemic aim of the activity of inquiry and the epistemic aim of inquirers: The epistemic aim of the inquirer is one 
thing, the epistemic aim of inquiry in which she is involved is quite another (see Kelp, 2021, and Friedman, 2024, on 
this issue). Given this, the knowledge monist would argue that the pluralists’ cases do show that inquirers can aim at 
epistemic states different from knowledge, but they do not demonstrate wrong that the sole epistemic aim of the activity 
of inquiry is knowledge. However, I do not take this objection to be on the right track. Indeed, the cases the pluralists 
offer point out that the set of actions inquirers execute – which we intuitively conceive as an instance of inquiry – is 
done with the same epistemic aim inquirers have: Not acquiring the knowledge of the correct and complete answer but 
reaching the certainty of the answer one already knows, an informed opinion, or retrieving the answer one already 
knows. Namely, the set of actions inquirers do, and we intuitively conceive as an instance of inquiry, is aimed at the 
same epistemic aim for which it is executed by the inquirers. Given this, it is not clear why we should nonetheless 
conceive the inquiries we find in the previous proposed cases as activities that have a different epistemic aim than their 
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1.1 Who is right? 

In this chapter, despite the challenge that pluralists pose to knowledge monism, I will show how a 

knowledge monist can dissolve the pluralists’ challenge and provide an equally intuitive, alternative, 

and competitive picture of inquiry and its aim. 

In section 2, I will first argue that cases of momentary cognitive impairment like RUSH do not 

pose any problem for the knowledge monist. Rather, I will note that the monist can read them as 

suggesting that a specific type of knowledge monism is true – the occurrent knowledge monism 

(OKM): When one inquires into a given question, one does and should aim at the occurrent 

knowledge of the correct and complete answer, namely, a type of knowledge that is operative in 

one’s actions and cognition. Moreover, I will note that she can even use the previous cases to offer a 

new version of INI that is about occurrent rather than simple knowledge (INI*): If one occurrently 

knows the correct and complete answer to the question Q, one ought not to inquire into Q. Then, I 

will explore how the OKM champion can account for all the cases the pluralists offer against 

knowledge monism and claim that they are not counterexamples to OKM and INI*. As we will see, 

the OKM champion can appeal to an intuitive and alternative perspective that highlights how our 

inquiries come in a variety and are bound to contextual aspects. Finally, in section 3, I will describe 

in more detail the resulting alternative theory of inquiry the OKM champion offers against the 

pluralist perspective: A theory that is contextualist, pluralist about the variety of inquiries, but 

monistic about their specific aims. Moreover, I will conclude by highlighting how this new theory 

gives rise to new descriptive and normative questions about that thing we call “inquiry”.  

 
makers, namely, the inquirers. Rather, consider that if we accept the distinction the monist proposes, we would have the 
following incoherent picture. In the cases presented by the pluralists, the inquirers would not aim at acquiring the 
knowledge of the correct and complete answer but at achieving different epistemic states by means of the set of actions 
they perform. However, given the knowledge monist distinction, the same set of actions they execute, and we conceive 
as an inquiry, would aim just at knowledge and not at the epistemic aim for which they are done by the inquirers. 
Namely, the same set of actions we consider as an inquiry would be aimed and not aimed at the same time at knowledge 
or at the epistemic state targeted by the inquirers. Therefore, based on these reasons, the distinction between the aim of 
inquiry and the aim of inquirers the knowledge monists might use to defend her position seems to be ad hoc and even 
wrong. Given these considerations, in this chapter, I will proceed as there is not a real difference between the epistemic 
aim of inquiry and the epistemic aim of inquirers. 
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2. Defending knowledge monism 

 

2.1 Aiming at retrieving one’s knowledge: Occurrent knowledge is the aim of our inquiries into 

specific questions 

Consider RUSH and the following case Archer (2021) provides against INI: 

 

TEST TAKER  

Lisa is taking an open book history of science exam, but has thus far not needed to consult 

her textbook or notes. Just as she is about to answer a fill-in-the-blanks question asking what 

year Marie Curie was born (a question for which she both knows and takes herself to know 

the answer), the invigilator announces that there is only five minutes left. The panic sparked 

by the invigilator’s announcement causes Lisa’s mind to suddenly go blank. She knows that 

if she had enough time to calm her nerves, the answer would come back to her. But time is 

not a luxury she currently has. Instead of waiting for her eventual recollection, she judges 

that it would be best to inquire anew and spends the next five minutes frantically leafing 

through the textbook. Unfortunately, time runs out before she could find the answer. 

Predictably, as soon as Lisa exits the examination hall, with the feeling of panic now gone, 

she easily recalls that Marie Curie was born in 1867.  

 

Following Archer (2021), one can claim that a case like TEST TAKER intuitively shows that Lisa 

can legitimately inquire into the question Q4, “What year was Marie Curie born?”, despite knowing 

the answer. Indeed, in a similar way to RUSH, TEST TAKER manifests that inquiring into a given 

question to retrieve the knowledge of the answer one already has is a legitimate move when one has 

a temporary cognitive impairment that makes one unable to recall one’s knowledge. Moreover, 

following the same line of reasoning Falbo applies to RUSH, one can even treat TEST TAKER as a 

counterexample to knowledge monism. Indeed, in TEST TAKER, Janie can be taken as legitimately 
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inquiring into Q4 not to come to know what year Marie Curies was born – since she already knows 

it –  but to retrieve the knowledge she already has but cannot momentarily and directly recall from 

her memory. 

However, by reading these cases, a knowledge monist can easily note that it is not strictly true 

that TEST TAKER and RUSH exclude the truth of the idea that knowledge is the sole aim of our 

inquiries into questions and their sole legitimate target. To begin with, she would note that TEST 

TAKER and RUSH clearly demonstrate that Lisa and Sahar’s inquiry cannot be satisfied by having 

a correct and complete answer that is merely stored in their cognitive system. Indeed, the merely 

stored knowledge of the answers they already have is evidentially inactive and useless to answer 

their questions and satisfy their practical goals: Pass the exam or fill out the audition form. Rather, 

the OKM champion would pinpoint that what TEST TAKER and RUSH clearly show is that Lisa 

and Sahar’s inquiry aspires to achieve an answer that is currently operative in their actions and 

cognition: An answer that, at the end of their inquiries, is currently activated and in use in their 

judgment to settle their questions and realise their practical goals and, therefore, that would 

currently guide their thoughts and actions to settle Q3 and Q4 and pass the exam or fill out the 

audition form. Indeed, it is by having this answer currently operative and not merely stored that Lisa 

and Sahar can or do factually answer their questions, successfully conclude their inquiries, and 

obtain what they want.  

Based on these considerations about TEST TAKER and RUSH, the knowledge monist can argue 

that cases like TEST TAKER and RUSH do not show that knowledge monism is false. Rather, she 

can take TEST TAKER and RUSH to suggest that inquiries into questions require inquirers to reach 

what can be called an occurrent form of knowledge of the answer vs. a stored form of knowledge to 

conclude them successfully: A knowledge of the complete and correct answer that, at the end of 

one’s inquiry, is “currently activated in one’s judgment” (Lee, 2023, p. 7) and “currently operative 

in guiding what one is thinking or doing” (Harman, 1986, p. 14). Indeed, TEST TAKER and RUSH 

exemplify exactly this: Lisa and Sahar’s inquiry aims to reacquire their knowledge in such a way 
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that it is currently activated and in use in their judgment to effectively answer their questions and 

realise their practical goals. Therefore, rather than taking TEST TAKER and RUSH as conclusive 

counterexamples to knowledge monism and INI, the monist defender can instead use these cases to 

slightly revise her perspective to reinstate the truth of knowledge monism. Specifically, based on 

TEST TAKER and RUSH, she can claim that what we can call occurrent knowledge monism (OKM) 

is the correct descriptive and normative claim about the aim of inquiry: One factually and rationally 

inquires into the question Q only if one aims to have the occurrent knowledge of the correct and 

complete answer. 

Passing to INI, the OKM champion can also propose a slightly modified version of it we can 

call INI*, which coheres with OKM and is thus immune to cases like TEST TAKER and RUSH: If 

you have occurrent knowledge of the correct and complete answer to the question Q, you ought not 

to inquire into Q. Moreover, based on OKM, she can provide some notable reasons to accept INI*. 

Indeed, according to OKM, those who inquire into a specific question aim at having knowledge of 

the correct and complete answer operative in their mind and bodies: They seek an answer to use it 

in their actions and cognition to settle their questions and realise their practical goals. However, 

those who occurrently know a certain answer already have it operative in their minds and bodies: 

They would already use it in their actions and cognition to settle their questions and realise their 

practical goals rather than seek it to use it in their actions and cognition to settle their questions and 

realise their practical goals. Therefore, in this perspective, if it were really possible to inquire into Q 

while having the occurrent knowledge of its answer, one would be seeking the answer to use it in 

one’s actions and cognition and not seeking it at the same time because one would already use it in 

one’s actions and cognition.29 Namely, it would be an agent manifesting problematic incoherent 

 
29 Lee (2023) holds that those who occurrently believe the answer to a given question cannot be inquiring into it 
because she claims that when one occurrently believes that p, one cannot conceive oneself as being wrong about p and 
ignores the possibility that not-p. However, in chapter 1, I argued that this take on occurrent belief is implausible: We 
can be aware of the possibility that we can be wrong about p and occurrently believe that p. For example, I believe I 
have a computer in front of me and recognise the far possibility that the Cartesian demon might be deceiving me right 
now. However, despite this, my belief is operative in my actions and cognition: I am using the computer to write this 
chapter. The same considerations apply to occurrent knowledge since it implies belief. Therefore, I do not second Lee’s 



66 
 

behaviour that no rational inquirers would exemplify. Based on this reasoning, the OKM champion 

would conclude and reinforce the legitimacy of INI*.30  

However, as the reader can note, even if OKM and INI* can avoid the problem posed by cases 

like TEST TAKER and RUSH and rather find confirmation and motivation in them, they are still 

under the criticism of the other scenarios the pluralists offer against knowledge monism and INI. On 

the one hand, using the remaining cases, the pluralists can argue that we can legitimately inquire 

into a given question to reach something less than the occurrent knowledge of the answer. Moreover, 

they can say that we can occurrently know the answer to a given question and legitimately inquire 

into it to achieve something more than it.  

In what follows, we will see how an OKM champion can object that the cases pluralists propose 

are really counterexamples to OKM and INI* and how they can be explained instead in alternative, 

intuitive, and compatible ways with the monistic perspective. 

 

2.2 Aiming at having just an opinion: Inquiring into plausibility questions 

Consider RAIN and the following case Archer (2021) uses to object knowledge monism: 

  

 
reason to claim the metaphysical co-impossibility of inquiry and occurrent belief or knowledge. However, I recognise 
that the conjunction of inquiry and occurrent knowledge might be not just a normative failure but also a metaphysical 
incompatibility. Indeed, as the OKM champion remarks, those who occurrently know the answer would use it rather 
than seek it to use it. In this perspective, those who occurrently know the answer might simply not be inquisitive about a 
given question because they would just use its answer for their purposes. Notably, this would further support the OKM 
champion’s perspective by appealing to a metaphysical argument. 
30 Usually, INI supporters argue for its truth by appealing to a form of doxastic incoherency or confusion about the 
activity in which one is involved. For example, Friedman (2017) claims that inquiry implies suspension of judgment. 
Based on this, she argues that those who inquire while having knowledge display doxastic incoherence because they 
would suspend their judgment about the answer and know at the same time what the answer is. Instead, Whitcomb 
(2017) argues that if one inquired while knowing, one would give an incoherent representation of one’s epistemic 
situation: One would represent oneself as not knowing and knowing at the same time a certain proposition. Finally, 
Sapir and van Elswyk (2021) claim that one would exemplify confusion about the activity in which one is involved 
because one would aim at realising the goal of one’s inquiry while one would have already achieved it. Notably, the 
way the OKM champion argues for INI* appeals to a kind of incoherence that is not just confusion about one’s inquiry 
and that is not just doxastic: It is a behavioural incoherence in which one would be seeking the answer to use it in one’s 
actions and cognition and not seeking it at the same time because one would already use it in one’s actions and 
cognition. 
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MODEST ECONOMIST  

An economist recognises that there is not currently sufficient information available for her 

to know that a heretofore untried economic policy proposal would yield the projected results. 

However, she carefully examines the limited information available bearing on the question 

with the aim of arriving at an informed opinion on the question. 

 

Following Archer (2021), one can claim that, in MODEST ECONOMIST, the economist is 

legitimately inquiring into the question Q5, “Would this heretofore untried economic policy 

proposal yield the projected results?”, even if she recognises that there is currently no sufficient 

information to know the answer to Q5. Indeed, one can read MODEST ECONOMIST as intuitively 

showing that inquiring into a given question just to form an informed opinion on what the correct 

answer is might be a legitimate move when one cannot actually know the answer. Hence, similarly 

to RAIN, MODEST ECONOMIST would be a counterexample to knowledge monism and, 

therefore, to OKM, which is a specific variety of it.  

However, the OKM champion can respond to this type of cases by providing an alternative and 

more intuitive reading that is compatible with her position. She can start by recognising that the 

questions Q2 and Q5 clearly represent the general topic of José’s and the economist’s 

investigations:31 Their inquiries are clearly about whether it will rain later and about whether a 

heretofore untried economic policy proposal would yield the projected results. However, despite 

this aboutness relation, she can claim that José and the economist are not really inquiring into Q2 

and Q5. Namely, the OKM champion can remark on the difference between the general topic of an 

inquiry and the object that is actually inquired into by an investigation: The difference between 

one’s inquiry being about or into something – between inquiring about or into something. 

 
31 For approaches that hold that topics can be represented by questions, see Hawke (2018), Lewis (1988a, 1988b), and 
Plebani and Spolaore (2021). 
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Indeed, although we can intuitively say that José’s and the economist’s inquiries are about the 

general topics Q2 and Q5 represent, there is a feature in RAIN and MODEST ECONOMIST that 

puts into question whether they are really and currently inquiring into Q2 and Q5: José and the 

economist are aware that they cannot answer Q2 and Q5 in the situation in which they find 

themselves. Given this awareness and irrationality aside (see below), it is intuitive to think that they 

do not and would not actually inquire into Q2 and Q5. Namely, they do not and would not currently 

inquire aiming to establish whether it will rain later or whether the heretofore untried economic 

policy proposal would yield the projected results because they recognise that they cannot actually 

answer these questions in the situation in which they find themselves.  

Rather, pace Archer and Falbo, it is more intuitive and likely that, given José’s and the 

economist’s awareness, the actual object of their inquiries are more humble questions, such as what 

can be called plausibility questions: “Is it plausible that p (based on the limited information 

currently acquirable)?”. Specifically, considering the details of the cases, the questions currently 

inquired can be more intuitively Q2* and Q5*: “Is it plausible that it will rain later (based on the 

limited information I can currently acquire)?”, “(Based on limited information currently acquirable) 

is it plausible that the heretofore untried economic policy proposal would yield the projected 

results?”. Namely, since José and the economist recognise that they cannot achieve any answer to 

the questions Q2 and Q5 in the situation in which they find themselves, it is more intuitive and likely 

that they are factually and currently inquiring into the question of whether it is plausible – 

conditional on the limited information currently acquirable – that it will rain later or that the 

heretofore untried economic policy proposal would yield the projected results. 

Moreover, the OKM champion might also add that inquiring into this plausibility question is the 

rational thing to do rather than inquiring into Q2 and Q5. Indeed, if one cannot answer a given 

question in a particular situation and is aware of this, what would be the point of striving to acquire 

its correct and complete answer in that situation anyway? Apparently, none. Of course, one can still 

be legitimately inquiring about the same question, but it would be better to be more humble and 
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make an investigation into its vicinity, such as seeing whether it is plausible that p is true based on 

the limited information one can currently acquire.  

Finally, in accordance with OKM, the monist can add that the cognitive state targeted by the 

economist’s and José’s inquiries into Q2* and Q5* appears to be exactly the occurrent knowledge of 

the answer: They aim to achieve an operative type of knowledge of the answers to the previous 

questions. Indeed, it is an intuitive reading that, in RAIN, José is trying to know whether it is 

plausible, based on the limited information he can currently acquire, that it will rain later to decide 

whether or not to carry an umbrella in that specific moment. Namely, his inquiry aims to achieve a 

type of knowledge that he can currently use to answer his question and realise a desirable condition: 

Having an umbrella in case it rains. The same applies to the economist in MODEST ECONOMIST, 

who carefully examines the limited information available. Based on the limited information she can 

currently acquire, it intuitively appears that she is trying to know whether it is plausible that the 

untried economic policy proposal would yield the projected results to decide whether or not it is a 

legitimate economic policy. Namely, she aims to achieve a type of knowledge that she can currently 

use to answer her questions and achieve her aims as an economist.  

In conclusion, based on these considerations, the OKM champion would argue that cases like 

RAIN and MODEST ECONOMIST, in which one is aware that one cannot answer a given Q in the 

situation in which one finds oneself, do not clearly demonstrate that OKM is false. Rather, they can 

even be intuitively taken as simply showing that OKM is right. They exemplify scenarios in which 

there are inquirers that factually and rationally inquire to know in an occurrent way whether it is 

plausible that p based on the limited information they can currently acquire. 
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2.3 Aiming at certainty: Operative answers, research contexts, and propositional confirmation 

inquiries 

Consider EXPERT SURGEON and the following case Archer (2021) uses against knowledge 

monism and INI:32  

 

 OTHER MINDS  

Jeanie recognises that while she knows both (i) that there is thinking currently taking place, 

and (ii) that other people have experienced mental states like pain, anger, and belief; she is 

only completely certain (in the sense that she could not conceive of herself as being 

mistaken) about (i). One of her philosophy professors, who is generally reliable about such 

matters, informs Jeanie that there are philosophical arguments that would allow her to 

achieve the same complete certainty about (ii) that she currently enjoys with respect to (i). 

Moreover, she comes to believe it is possible to achieve said certainty based on her 

professor’s testimony. Not satisfied with merely knowing that other minds exist, Jeanie 

desires to know this fact with complete certainty. To this end, she borrows several books 

from the university library on the topic of other minds in the hope that she could find an 

argument that would allow her to ratchet up her knowledge that other people have minds to 

the status of complete certainty. 

 

Following Archer (2021), one can claim that, in OTHER MINDS, Jeanie is legitimately inquiring 

into the question Q6, “Have other people experienced mental states?”, despite knowing the answer. 

Specifically, one can take OTHER MINDS as intuitively showing a case in which inquiring into a 

given question to achieve certainty of the answer rather than its mere knowledge is a legitimate 

move. Indeed, it appears that nothing in the OTHER MINDS makes Jeanie’s inquiry illegitimate or 

 
32 See also Woodard (2021, 2022) for further cases that are similar in design. 
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even irrational. Hence, similarly to EXPERT SURGEON, OTHER MINDS would be a 

counterexample to knowledge monism and INI.  

However, the OKM champion has two strategies to show that cases like EXPERT SURGEON 

and OTHER MINDS are not counterexamples to the type of knowledge monist OKM represents 

and to the revised norm INI*. To begin with the first, she can discard EXPERT SURGEON and 

OTHER MINDS as cases in which Fatima and Jeanie occurrently know the answer to Q1 and Q6. 

Indeed, considering EXPERT SURGEON, the OKM champion can claim that Fatima does not have 

her knowledge operative in her cognition and actions given the relevant possibility that if her 

knowledge were incorrect, she would extract the wrong kidney and, therefore, damage rather than 

cure her patient. Specifically, the OKM champion can highlight that Fatima finds herself in a high-

stakes context that makes her knowledge that the left kidney needs to be removed not occurrent: She 

does not currently use it in her actions and cognition to comply with her goals as a surgeon because, 

in the delicate context she finds herself in, it does not exclude the previous relevant possibility of 

being wrong and consequently harming her patient.33 For this very reason, the OKM champion 

would argue that Fatima does not proceed with the extraction of the left kidney straightforwardly, 

but she prefers to ask her resident for confirmation: She aims to acquire a type of knowledge she 

can safely and currently use in the delicate context she finds herself in to proceed with the surgery. 

Namely, by reading EXPERT SURGEON in this intuitive way, the OKM champion would claim 

that EXPERT SURGEON is just a case confirming OKM: Fatima is inquiring into Q1 to achieve 

knowledge of its answer that is occurrent in the high-stake research context she finds herself in. 

 
33 See Lee (2023) for a similar account of EXPERT SURGEON: She claims that Fatima does not occurrently believe 
that the left kidney needs to be removed because, in Lee’s perspective, having an occurrent belief involves that one 
cannot conceive oneself wrong about p and ignores the possibility that not-p. This last condition is what exactly lacks in 
EXPERT SURGEON. However, I do not second Lee’s interpretation of the case because, as I already argued in chapter 
1 and mentioned in footnote n. 29, I do not believe that the fact that one cannot conceive oneself as being wrong is a 
necessary condition for having an occurrent belief. Indeed, after the trusted resident’s answer, Fatima might be well 
aware that there are other error possibilities, such as the far possibility that her trusted resident might be deceiving her 
instead. However, despite this awareness, she can well believe that the left kidney needs to be removed and have 
operative this belief in her actions and cognition in the high-stakes research context she finds herself in: She can use this 
belief to proceed with the surgery. Put another way, in the context she finds herself in, even if it is a high-stakes one, she 
might not need to exclude the previous far possibility to have occurrent her knowledge that the left kidney needs to be 
removed and proceed with the surgery. 
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Considering OTHER MINDS, the OKM champion might offer a similar reading. For example, 

she might argue that Jeanie is in a philosophical research context that makes her knowledge of the 

answer non-occurrent within it. Indeed, in the context that OTHER MINDS represents, Jeanie does 

not simply and currently use her knowledge to answer her philosophical question of whether other 

people have experienced mental states, even if nothing would prevent her from using this truth in an 

ordinary and everyday context. Considering OTHER MINDS’ details, the OKM champion would 

intuitively claim that Jeanie does not use her knowledge in the philosophical context she finds 

herself in because it does not remove the philosophically relevant possibility of being mistaken 

about the existence of other minds: She needs to remove this possibility to answer her question in a 

philosophically satisfying way. For this very reason, the OKM champion would argue that Jeanie 

does not close her question just by using her knowledge but borrows several books from the 

university library on the topic of other minds: She aims to find arguments that enable her to attain a 

type of knowledge that meets the philosophical standards of the research context in which she finds 

herself and that she can then currently use to answer her question in a philosophical way. Namely, 

by reading OTHER MINDS in this intuitive way, the OKM champion would claim that OTHER 

MINDS is just a case confirming OKM: Jeanie is inquiring into Q7 to achieve knowledge of its 

answer that is occurrent in the philosophical research context she finds herself in.  

Hence, based on these considerations, the OKM champion would claim that cases like EXPERT 

SURGEON and OTHER MINDS do not show that OKM and INI* are wrong. Rather, she would 

simply take them as scenarios confirming her monist perspective: They show inquirers who find 

themselves in a research context that requires them to do something more to make their knowledge 

operative to answer their question, conclude their inquiries successfully, and realise their aims. 

Moreover, using this line of reasoning, the OKM champion can also provide an explanation of our 

intuitions about the cases EXPERT SURGEON and OTHER MINDS, according to which Fatima 

and Jeanie already know the answer but inquire to achieve certainty. As we can see, in the type of 

contexts in which Fatima and Jeanie find themselves, they have to comply with stricter epistemic 
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safety standards than in ordinary or low-stakes contexts and, therefore, eliminate more error 

possibilities to have their knowledge operative. Namely, they must be more certain to currently use 

their knowledge, be safely guided by it in these particular research contexts, and thus successfully 

conclude their inquiries and realise their goals. Based on these details of the cases, the OKM 

champion would say that the apparent type of certainty Fatima and Jeanie are pursuing is not 

different and does not exceed occurrent knowledge. Rather, it amounts to the knowledge of the 

correct and complete answer that is occurrent in those research contexts that are more demanding in 

terms of epistemic safety, such as high-stakes or philosophical ones.34 

Moving to the second strategy, the OKM champion might concede the possibility that Fatima 

and Jeanie occurrently know the answer in EXPERT SURGEON and OTHER MINDS in the 

context of the research they find themselves in. But then, based on this presupposition, she can 

appeal again to the argument that even if Jeanie’s and Fatima’s inquiries are generally about Q1 and 

Q6, their investigations are not into Q1 and Q6. Namely, even if it is clear that Fatima and Jeanie are 

inquiring about Q1 and Q6 intended as the general topic of their investigations, the OKM champion 

can provide some reasons to show that they are not factually making an inquiry into whether the left 

kidney needs to be removed or whether other people have experienced mental states: She can 

provide reasons that, even if the previous questions are the general topic of their inquiry, they are 

not their factual object.  

One way to make this point is to use the same strategy we saw in the previous section: One can 

argue that Fatima and Jeanie are inquiring into related but different questions than Q1 and Q6. For 

example, as Smith (2023) has recently claimed, a double checker like Fatima can be just taken as 

inquiring into a different question like Q1*: “Am I  right that the left kidney needs to be removed?”. 

 
34 Following the perspective of epistemic contextualism or pragmatic encroachment, one might object: Why not simply 
say that these contexts in which the stakes are high and the possibility of error is salient deprive Fatima and Jeanie of 
knowledge tout court or do not make us felicitously attribute knowledge to them? The answer is simply that, in the 
proposed cases, it is not infelicitous at all to attribute knowledge to Fatima and Jeanie. Rather, the proposed cases 
precisely and intuitively show scenarios in which Fatima and Jeanie have and retain their knowledge that p despite 
being in the particular contexts they are in. Namely, contrary to the objector, the high stakes and the salient possibility 
of error that characterise Fatima’s and Jeanie’s contexts do not prevent the attribution or possession of knowledge to 
them. See also Anderson (2015), Brown (2008), Falbo (2021, 2023a), Lee (2023), and Woodard (2022) on this point. 
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Instead, applying the same strategy to OTHER MINDS, Jeanie can be intuitively taken to be 

inquiring into a question like Q6*: “Is there a philosophical argument that can make me 

philosophically certain that the other minds exist?”. However, this response might not totally satisfy 

the pluralist. Indeed, she might object that, without any other discriminating factor, the 

redescription of the case EXPERT SURGEON does not show per se that Fatima is really inquiring 

into a different question than Q1 when she is inquiring into Q1*. Rather, in the absence of further 

details, she might claim that it is evident that when Fatima inquires into Q1*, she is actually 

inquiring into Q1. Indeed, the pluralist can appeal to the intuition that when Fatima investigates 

whether she is right that the left kidney needs to be removed, she is just investigating whether it is 

true that the left kidney needs to be removed (Woodard, 2022). Namely, put differently, it appears 

that when she aims to establish whether she is right that the left kidney needs to be removed, she is 

simply aiming to establish whether it is true that the left kidney needs to be removed. Given this, the 

pluralist would argue that EXPERT SURGEON would remain a counterexample to OKM and INI* 

and that the monist cannot really account for it by appealing to the previous redescription strategy. 

However, there is another way to argue that Q1 and Q6 are not the factual objects of Fatima’s 

and Jeanie’s inquiries. Indeed, as both Falbo (2021, 2023a) and Archer (2021) admit, both Fatima 

and Jeanie already take themselves as already having the answer to questions Q1 and Q6 given their 

already available knowledge, and they would not need to inquire into Q1 and Q6 to find out the 

answer.35 Moreover, we are presupposing that their knowledge is even occurrent in the context of 

the research C they are in: The answers they know are already operative and in use in their 

judgment to think and act and would currently guide their cognition and actions in the context they 

find themselves in. 

Given this epistemic status Fatima and Jeanie are supposed to have, the OKM champion would 

argue that it appears that the object of their inquiry is not whether it is true that the left kidney needs 

to be removed or that other people have experienced mental states. Rather, it seems more intuitive 

 
35 See also Woodard (2021, 2022) on this point. 



75 
 

and likely that the object of their investigations is that it is true that the left kidney needs to be 

removed or that other people have experienced mental states. Specifically, given their occurrent 

knowledge, it appears more correct to describe Fatima and Jeanie as making just what can be called 

a propositional confirmation inquiry rather than an interrogative investigation into Q1 and Q6. 

Namely, when Fatima asks her confirmatory question to her resident, and Jeanie borrows the books 

from the library in search of philosophical arguments about the existence of other minds, they are 

making an investigation in which they just seek to confirm that the propositions they know are 

indeed true rather than seeking to establish whether they are true. Hence, based on these 

considerations, the OKM champion would argue that even if Fatima and Jeanie can be considered 

as generally inquiring about Q1 and Q6, they are not really inquiring into them: They are just making 

a propositional confirmation inquiry to confirm what they know. 

Moreover, given the epistemic situation and context of research in which Fatima and Jeanie find 

themselves, the OKM champion can even claim that making an inquiry in which one investigates 

whether it is true the proposition one already occurrently knows to be true does not seem to be the 

most rational thing to do. Indeed, she can appeal again to the argument for INI* and relativise it to 

the context of research C in which one is making one’s inquiry to show that one would exemplify 

incoherent behaviour. Specifically, she can claim that if one had the occurrent knowledge of the 

correct and complete answer to Q in the research context C and one inquired into Q in C, one would 

seek the correct and complete answer to use it in one’s cognition and actions in C, but one would 

also not seek it but rather actually use it in one’s cognition and actions in C. Namely, considering 

this, the OKM champion would make explicit that INI* has a nested contextual condition that 

makes it a context-sensitive norm: If one occurrently knows the answer to a given question Q in the 

research context C, one ought not to inquire into Q in C.  

For example, considering EXPERT SURGEON, the OKM champion would say that if Fatima is 

really inquiring into Q1 in the high-stakes research context she finds herself in while she already 

occurrently knows the answer in the same research context, she would be in the following condition: 
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Fatima would seek whether the left kidney needs to be removed to use this information in her 

actions and cognition in the high-stakes research context she finds herself in. However, at the same 

time, she would not seek it but rather currently use the proposition that the left kidney needs to be 

removed in her actions and cognition in her high-stakes research context. The same would happen 

to Jeanie in OTHER MINDS if she were really inquiring into Q6  in the philosophical research 

context she finds herself in while occurrently knowing its answer in the same research context. 

Indeed, she would seek whether other minds exist to use this information in her actions and 

cognition in the philosophical research context she finds herself in. Nonetheless, at the same time, 

she would not seek it but rather currently use the proposition that other minds exist in her actions 

and cognition in the philosophical research context she is in.36 

In conclusion, by having this alternative and intuitive reading and normative take on cases like 

EXPERT SURGEON and OTHER MINDS, the OKM champion can again conclude that the 

pluralists’ scenarios do not conclusively show any counterexample to OKM and INI*. But rather, 

they can even be taken to confirm her monist machinery.37 

 

2.4 Aiming at understanding: Complete answers, research contexts, and inquiries into different 

questions 

Among the pluralists, many accept that when one inquires into a given question, one can 

legitimately improve one’s epistemic position by aiming at understanding. A scenario showing this 

 
36 For the same reason we saw in footnote n. 29, the OKM champion might even appeal to the argument that it is 
metaphysically impossible to inquire into the question Q in the research context C while one occurrently knows its 
answer in C. The rationale would be again that when one occurrently knows the answer in C, one would currently use it 
in C rather than seeking it to use it in C. Applied this line of reasoning to EXPERT SURGEON and OTHER MINDS, if 
Fatima and Jeanie really had the occurrent knowledge of the answer to Q1 and Q6, they would and could not inquire into 
Q1 and Q2. Conversely, if they did and could inquire into Q1 and Q6, they would and could not have the occurrent 
knowledge of the answer to Q1 and Q6. 
37 Notably, Falbo (2021, 2023a) and Woodard (2021, 2022), by considering the cases they offered against INI and 
knowledge monism, recognise the possibility of making just propositional rather than interrogative inquiries. However, 
despite this, they still consider their own cases as being legitimate counterexamples to INI. In chapter 1, I had already 
highlighted how their own caveat about their cases undermined their argument against INI. Here, we have seen that it 
can even be used to motivate a slightly different ignorance norm than INI and argue that their cases do not show what 
they were supposed to show – pluralism rather than knowledge monism is true. 
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intuitive statement can be adapted from Pritchard (2008), who claims that understanding rather than 

knowledge is the aim of inquiry: 

 

 BURNING HOUSE  

Jamie, a young boy, is inquiring into why his house burnt down and immediately comes to 

know why: The officer explains that faulty wiring caused the fire. However, as a young boy, 

Jamie does not have a clear conception of how faulty wiring can cause a fire. Based on the 

officer’s explanation, he just knows that faulty wiring somehow caused the fire. Given this, 

he asks the officer to explain better why faulty wiring can cause a fire.  

 

Following Pritchard’s theorising about why understanding rather than knowledge is the aim of 

inquiry, BURNING HOUSE can be taken to show that Jamie can inquire into the question Q7, 

“Why did my home burn down?”, while having the knowledge of the answer because his 

knowledge is insufficient to successfully answer his question: He needs to understand why his 

house burnt down by achieving a conception of how faulty wiring can cause a fire to conclude his 

inquiry into Q7. Clearly, given this description of the case, BURNING HOUSE is a counterexample 

to knowledge monism and INI. Indeed, on the one hand, it shows an inquiry into a specific question 

by which one aims to achieve not the simple knowledge of the answer but a higher epistemic state, 

namely, understanding. On the other hand, it shows a legitimate inquiry: Nothing in the description 

of the case makes Jamie’s inquiry irrational.  

However, the OKM champion can argue that BURNING HOUSE does not pose any real 

problem for knowledge monism and INI, as well as their specific versions OKM and INI*. Indeed, 

to begin with, she can both agree that Jamie is inquiring into Q7 and that the knowledge he acquires 

is insufficient to successfully conclude his inquiry. Nonetheless, she would disagree that Jamie is 

aiming at an understanding that is different and exceeds the knowledge of the answer to why his 

house burnt down. Indeed, she can highlight that when Jamie inquires into Q7, he is trying to figure 
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out an answer to why his house burnt down that is correct but also complete: An answer that “does 

not require further backing to satisfy the questioner” (Hintikka, 1978, p. 287) and, therefore, that is 

“directly and precisely responsive to the question, giving neither less nor more information than is 

called for” (Belnap, 1969, p. 124).38 In order to acquire this type of answer, Jamie must acquire a 

piece of information that is true but also adequately informative in explaining why his house burnt 

down. In particular, following Pritchard’s description of the case, the piece of information must 

provide Jamie with a proper conceptual grasp of the truth of why his house burnt down.39  

Given this, the OKM champion would say that when Jamie comes to know that his house burnt 

down because of faulty wiring by lacking the conception of how faulty wiring can cause a fire, he 

does not come to know a complete answer to the question of why his house burnt down: The answer 

he receives is not informative enough to provide a proper conceptual grasp of the truth of why his 

house burnt down. For this very reason, Jamie cannot successfully conclude his inquiry and asks the 

officer for more information: He wants to fill the information gap in the answer he received. It is by 

solving this lack of information that Jamie can come to know a correct answer that is also complete 

and successfully concludes his inquiry. Hence, given these considerations, the OKM champion 

would say that BURNING HOUSE does not show that knowledge monism and INI are wrong. 

Rather, she would take BURNING HOUSE as manifesting a case in which an inquirer has not 

already achieved the knowledge of the complete answer and has to do something more to achieve 

this state and conclude her inquiry. 

Moreover, the OKM champion can highlight how this reading of the case can also account for 

why we can intuitively say that Jamie is aiming to understand why his house burnt down. Indeed, 

pace Pritchard (2008), even if the initial knowledge-why Jamie possessed did not imply that he 

 
38 These quotations are retrieved from Wiśniewski (2013, p. 15). 
39 As we will see in a bit, it is notable that what is an adequately informative piece of information to achieve a complete 
answer and successfully conclude one’s inquiry is something that is fixed by the context of research. Indeed, for 
example, a scientific inquiry into the question of what a black hole is needs an answer that is more informative than a 
folk inquiry made by someone who is just curious to know the answer. In other words, what counts as a complete 
answer and how informative it should be to successfully conclude an inquiry changes from context to context of 
research. 
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understood why his house burnt down, the knowledge of the correct and complete answer he 

receives by solving the previous lack of information would be intuitively sufficient for 

understanding. Indeed, imagine that after the officer’s further explanation, Jamie comes to know an 

explanation of why his house burnt down that fills the previous information gap: It clarifies to him 

how faulty wiring can cause a fire, thus giving him a conceptual grasp of why his house burnt down. 

Intuitively, by aiming and acquiring this knowledge, Jamie also comes to have an understanding of 

why his house burnt down. Therefore, given these considerations, the OKM champion would claim 

that what Jamies is doing when she aims at understanding is not striving for an epistemic state that 

is different from the knowledge of the answer and that exceeds it: He is aiming to reach the 

knowledge of the complete answer to Q7.  

However, the pluralists might still be unsatisfied with the OKM champion’s argument. They 

might argue that even if Jamie comes to know the true and complete answer to the question Q7, he 

can still legitimately inquire into Q7 to understand better why his house burnt down. For example, 

they might offer the following scenario, which is the continuation of the case BURNING HOUSE: 

 

BURNING HOUSE* 

Some days after the accident, Jamie’s physics teacher is explaining how electricity can 

inflame an object due to the Joule effect. Jamie thinks that this is a good chance to 

understand the dynamics behind the event that led his house to burn down in a scientific way. 

Indeed, the officer explained to him that the electricity of faulty wiring in contact with 

flammable objects caused the fire that burnt down his house. Given this, Jamie decides to 

carefully follow her teacher’s lesson. 

 

Considering BURNING HOUSE*, the pluralist might say that Jamie is inquiring into question Q7 

and aiming to understand better why his house burnt down rather than just knowing the correct and 

complete answers to Q7. Indeed, he already achieved the latter epistemic state by the officer’s 
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testimony. Moreover, she would also note that, in this case, nothing makes Jamie’s inquiry 

illegitimate or even irrational. In other words, the pluralist might offer BURNING HOUSE* to 

object to the OKM champion’s defence of knowledge monism and INI. 

However, the OKM champion can dissipate the pluralist’s objection in two ways, sharing the 

same idea that Jamie is making a different inquiry in BURNING HOUSE* than in BURNING 

HOUSE. Starting with the first strategy, she can point out the fact that Jamie is making an inquiry 

in BURNING HOUSE* that is more scientific than his investigation in BURNING HOUSE, which 

appears instead to be just a folk inquiry. Namely, the OKM champion would draw on the intuition 

that, in BURNING HOUSE*, Jamie aims at a more scientific answer to Q7. Instead, in BURNING 

HOUSE, he intuitively aims for an answer that is correct and informative enough for any everyday 

person. Given this apparent contrasting feature of the cases, the OKM champion’s possible 

argument is easy to imagine.  

Indeed, she might argue that Jamie in BURNING HOUSE and BURNING HOUSE* is in two 

different research contexts: One folk, the other scientific. Furthermore, she would add that what 

constitutes a correct and complete answer in the context of a scientific inquiry differs from what 

constitutes a correct and complete answer in the context of a folk inquiry. Clearly, a scientific 

inquiry aims to reach an answer with a level of informativeness or conceptual grasp of the truth that 

is higher and more complex than a folk inquiry. Namely, the OKM champion would highlight how 

the completeness conditions for answers are different and more demanding in a scientific research 

context than in a folk one. Given this, she would argue that in BURNING HOUSE*, despite 

Jamies’s already available knowledge, he does not know again a complete answer to Q7 – which he 

is inquiring in a scientific way. In order to successfully conclude his scientific inquiry into Q7, he 

must achieve a knowledge of the answer that is more informative and provide him with a higher and 

more complex conceptual grasp of the truth of why his house is burnt down than the knowledge he 

already has: He must come to know a scientific answer. Hence, given these considerations, the 

OKM champion would say that BURNING HOUSE* does not show that knowledge monism and 
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INI are wrong. Rather, she would take BURNING HOUSE* as manifesting a case in which an 

inquirer has not already achieved the knowledge of the complete answer and has to do something 

more to achieve this state and conclude her inquiry in the scientific research context she finds 

herself in.  

Moreover, by having this explanation of the case available, the OKM champion can also 

account for our intuition that, in BURNING HOUSE*, Jamie is aiming to better understand why his 

home burnt down. Similarly to the OKM champion’s account of BURNING HOUSE, she would 

say that Jamie clearly achieves a better understanding of why his house burnt down by acquiring the 

previous type of scientific knowledge. Indeed, he would come to have a scientific conception or 

grasp of the previous event. Given this, the OKM champion would claim that what Jamie is doing 

when he aims at understanding better is not striving for an epistemic state that is different from the 

knowledge of the answer and that exceeds it: He is aiming to reach the knowledge of the complete 

answer to Q7 in the context of a more scientific inquiry than the one is conducted in BURNING 

HOUSE. 

Passing to the second strategy, the OKM might presuppose and concede to the pluralists that 

Jamie has a type of knowledge of the answer to Q7 that is complete in the context BURNING 

HOUSE* represents and, therefore, put aside the previous problems. But then, based on this 

presupposition, she can appeal again to the argument that even if Jamie in BURNING HOUSE* is 

clearly inquiring about the general subject matter Q7 represents, he is not really making an inquiry 

into Q7. Namely, even if Jamie is generally inquiring about why his house burnt down, he is not 

inquiring into why his house burnt down. Specifically, given that Jamie already knows the complete 

and correct answer to Q7 in the context he finds himself in BURNING HOUSE*, the OKM 

champion would claim that it is unclear why Jamie should be taken as a subject who is seeking to 

establish why his house burnt down. Indeed, he would have an answer that is “directly and precisely 

responsive to the question, giving neither less nor more information than is called for” (Belnap, 
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1969, p. 124) and that “does not require further backing to satisfy the questioner” (Hintikka, 1978, p. 

287). 

 Rather, considering the details of BURNING HOUSE*, the OKM champion would suggest that 

it is more likely and reasonable that the factual object of Jamie’s inquiry is just a different question 

than Q7 like, for example, Q7*: “Why did the electricity of faulty wiring in contact with flammable 

objects start the fire that burnt down my house?”. Indeed, Jamie can be intuitively taken to seek an 

answer to this question when he carefully listens to her teacher’s explanation about the Joule effect, 

knowing that this physical phenomenon can explain how electricity can inflame an object. Clearly, 

by having this alternative reading BURNING HOUSE*, the OKM champion would restate the 

validity of her position: When Jamie is inquiring into Q7*, he is aiming to know its correct and 

complete answer. Indeed, it would be a straightforward account of the case that he is seeking to 

know the answer to how the electricity of faulty wiring in contact with flammable objects started 

the fire that burnt down his house.  

Moreover, based on this description of BURNING HOUSE*, the OKM champion could even 

account for the pluralist intuition that Jamie is aiming to understand better why his house burnt 

down. Indeed, she might say that when Jamie aspires to know the complete answer to Q7*, he is 

effectively aiming at an epistemic state that would provide him with a better conception and, 

therefore, understanding of why his house burnt down. Namely, the previous knowledge of the 

answer would give him a better understanding of the general topic he is inquiring about. Therefore, 

given this, the OKM champion would say that, by inquiring into Q7* and targeting the knowledge 

of its complete answer, Jamie can be intuitively taken as targeting a better understanding of the 

general subject matter Q7 represents. However, despite this, the OKM champion would put into 

question that Jamie can be really taken as inquiring into why his house burnt down. Indeed, based 

on the assumption that Jamie knows a complete answer to Q7 in the context he finds himself in, he 

would have an answer that is “directly and precisely responsive to the question, giving neither less 
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nor more information than is called for” (Belnap, 1969, p. 124) and that “does not require further 

backing to satisfy the questioner” (Hintikka, 1978, p. 287).  

In conclusion, by having this alternative and intuitive reading of cases like BURNING HOUSE  

and BURNING HOUSE*, the OKM champion can conclude again that the scenarios the pluralists 

might offer to show that our inquiries can factually and legitimately aim at understanding do not 

conclusively amount to any counterexample to OKM and INI*. 

 

 

3. Conclusion: An alternative theory of inquiry  

The strategy of the monist against the pluralists is to show how the cases they offer to argue that our 

inquiries into questions can have multiple epistemic aims can be described in different, intuitive, 

and competing ways than the pluralists hold. In particular, we can note that against pluralism, the 

OKM champion’s defence offers the following alternative theory of inquiry: 

 

Occurrent knowledge monism about the aim of inquiries into questions 

- Our inquiries into specific questions aim to acquire a correct and complete answer that, 

at the end of our inquiries, is operative in our actions and cognition.  

- From an epistemic perspective, the occurrent knowledge of the correct and complete 

answer is the epistemic state one does and should aim at when one inquires into a 

specific question.  

- The following ignorance norm INI* governs our inquiries into specific questions: If one 

already has the occurrent knowledge of the correct and complete answer to a given 

question Q in the research context C (see below), one ought not to inquire into Q in C. 
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Research contextualism 

The context of research in which one finds oneself affects the answerhood conditions and, 

therefore, when one has achieved the aim of one’s inquiry into a specific question: Whether 

or not one has achieved the occurrent knowledge of the correct and complete answer. For 

example: 

- Compared to low-stakes or non-philosophical research contexts, in high-stakes or 

philosophical research contexts, one needs more epistemic safety to achieve a correct 

and complete answer that is also operative in one’s actions and cognition. 

- Compared to ordinary contexts, in scientific research contexts, one needs a higher grasp 

of the truth to achieve a correct answer that is also complete. 

 

Research variety 

A question can be assigned to any inquiry to represent its general subject matter: What the 

inquiry is about. However, an inquiry does need to be into the same question represented by 

its subject matter: 

- One can make an interrogative inquiry in which one factually inquires into a related but 

different question, or 

- One can make an inquiry that is not into a specific question – one can make a 

propositional confirmation inquiry: An investigation in which one just aims to confirm 

the truth of a certain proposition. 

 

Namely, against the pluralist, the OKM champion offers an alternative theory of inquiry that is 

contextualist, pluralist about the variety of inquiries, but monist about their specific aims.  

In what follows, taking into account the OKM champion’s discussion of the cases we analysed, 

we will describe the main points and implications of her resulting theory in more detail. Finally, we 

will conclude by considering the new questions this alternative theory of inquiry raises.  
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3.1 Contextualism and variety of the research 

Considering research contextualism, the resulting OKM champion’s theory of inquiry tells us that 

the nature and normativity of our inquiries are contextual. Indeed, on the one hand, INI* and its 

motivations manifest that the question of when we ought not to inquire is context-dependent: 

Making an inquiry into a specific question Q in the research context C, while we already 

occurrently know its answer in C, implies an incoherent behaviour that we ought to avoid if we 

want to be rational inquirers. Namely, the question of when we ought not to inquire into specific 

questions depends on our current epistemic situation in relation to the context of research we are in. 

The same reasoning naturally extends to the question of when we ought to inquire. For example, in 

this day and age, we as complex societies ought to investigate how we can impact our environment 

less, given climate change, the significant risk of making our planet inhospitable to life, and our 

ignorance of a solution that can satisfy the different needs and interests of our complex societies. 

Noticeably, this was not simply the case in the distant past, for example, during the eighteenth 

century. In other words, this simple historical contrast clearly and intuitively shows how the 

question of when we ought to inquire depends on the context in which we find ourselves. 

 On the other hand, the OKM champion’s discussion about the cases analysed implies that what 

we do and ought to do when we inquire is an equally context-dependent question. Indeed, her 

analysis of the cases highlights how our investigations into specific questions have some 

answerhood conditions that vary from context to context: The context of research determines what 

our inquiries do and should aim at. Specifically, the OKM champion’s analysis of the cases shows 

that our inquiries into questions attempt to conform to a degree of epistemic safety and conceptual 

grasp of the correct answer to conclude successfully. Indeed, as we saw, while degrees of epistemic 

safety affect whether the answer is operative in one’s actions and cognition to answer a question, 

degrees of conceptual grasp influence whether an answer is complete. However, what the OKM 

champion’s analysis further highlights is that how safe or conceptually grasped the truth of the 

answer should be to conclude one’s inquiry successfully is determined by the context of the 
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research one is in. For example, cases like BURNING HOUSE and BURNING HOUSE* show that 

scientific research contexts require a conceptual grasp of the truth higher than ordinary ones to 

achieve a complete answer. Moreover, cases like EXPERT SURGEON and OTHER MINDS 

manifest that high-stakes or philosophical contexts demand more epistemic safety toward the truth 

than ordinary ones to achieve an answer that can be operative to successfully answer the target 

question and conclude one’s inquiry.  

Moving to research variety, the theory of inquiry that follows from the OKM champion’s 

discussion also tells us that there is a variety of questions we can inquire into and that there are at 

least two varieties of inquiries with their proper aims: Interrogative inquiries that aim at answering 

specific questions and propositional confirmation inquiries that just aim to confirm the truth of a 

certain proposition. As we saw, the OKM champion argues that occurrent knowledge is the aim of 

our interrogative inquiries and defends this idea from the pluralists’ criticism. However, from an 

epistemic point of view, it is legitimate to ask: If the OKM champion’s account is correct, what is 

the epistemic state our propositional confirmation inquiries aim at? Apparently, if we consider the 

proposed cases, our propositional confirmation inquiries seemingly aspire to generate the certainty 

of the truth of a given proposition one already knows or an epistemic state that approximates it. 

Indeed, in OTHER MINDS, Jamie explicitly aims at being certain of what she knows, namely that 

other minds exist. The same description intuitively applies to EXPERT SURGEON: Fatima aims to 

be sure of what she knows, namely that the left kidney needs to be removed. 

Nonetheless, someone could note that certainty or its approximations come in degrees: We can 

be more or less certain about a given proposition, or our epistemic states can approximate the state 

of certainty more or less. Based on this, one might further legitimately ask: “But how certain should 

one be, or how much should one’s epistemic state approximate certainty to successfully conclude a 

propositional confirmation inquiry?”. A natural development of research contextualism intervenes 

here to provide an answer: It depends on the research context in which one is carrying out one’s 

propositional confirmation inquiry. Indeed, there can be propositional confirmation inquiries that – 
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made in high-stakes, philosophical, scientific research contexts – require a level of certainty of the 

truth of the target proposition higher than those carried out in more relaxed, non-philosophical, or 

non-scientific contexts.  

For example, imagine that you are doing a propositional confirmation inquiry by which you 

want to further confirm your knowledge that black holes exist. Intuitively, if you make this type of 

investigation in a relaxed and non-scientific context, reading the last popular science book on black 

holes might be sufficient to improve your epistemic position to a level of certainty that can make 

you conclude your inquiry. However, if you find yourself in a scientific context, the confirmation 

standards would evidently be much stricter: Reading the last popular science book cannot be 

enough to reach that degree of certainty that can be called “scientific” and make you successfully 

confirm your knowledge that there are indeed black holes. 

In conclusion, we can see how research variety and contextualism can be developed and interact 

to provide an even more complex perspective on inquiry than the OKM champion initially gave us: 

Not only are our interrogative inquiries bound to contextual considerations, but also our 

propositional confirmation investigations can be as well. 

 

3.1 New questions 

Given the previous details, we can appreciate in a more unified way the alternative perspective 

about the inquiry the OKM champion offers against the pluralists’ challenge to monism: 

 

There is a variety of inquiries we can make that have their specific aims and are subject to 

contextual conditions of success.  

 

However, it is evident that what we offered is just a partial development and clarification of the 

OKM champion’s position. Many issues must be answered in order to better understand and 
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appraise this alternative perspective that might be provided as a competing theory of inquiry to 

those currently debated in the philosophical literature.  

Here are some of the main questions that are worth inquiring into, given OKM champion’s new 

take on inquiry: 

 

- What exactly constitutes a research context?  

- Are there other types of contexts of research different from those explored by the OKM 

champion?  

- How do the different research contexts relate from a descriptive and normative 

perspective? 

- From a more analytical point of view than the picture the OKM champion offers, what 

exactly are the answerhood and confirmation conditions of our interrogative and 

propositional confirmation inquiries, and how do they change from context to context?  

- Are there other varieties of investigation besides those suggested by the OKM champion? 

- What makes all of them fall under the category of inquiry? 

- How do they relate from a descriptive and normative perspective?  

- How many types of questions can we inquire into? 

- What is their descriptive and normative dynamic within an inquiry?  

 

In conclusion, the OKM champion provides us with a competitive and new perspective on 

inquiry compared to the one discussed in the literature nowadays. In particular, she highlights how 

inquiry is a contextual and more complex phenomenon than what results from contemporary 

philosophers’ speculations. As we can see, this complexity raises new metaphysical and normative 

questions about our investigations and their variety that might enrich the current philosophical 

debate about that thing we call “inquiry”. 
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Chapter 4 

On instrumental zetetic normativity 

 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Recently, Jane Friedman (2020) argued that our inquiries into questions are governed by the 

following norm: 

 

Zetetic Instrumental Principle (ZIP) 

If you want to figure out the answer A to the question Q, you ought to take the necessary 

means to figure A out. 

  

Moreover, she claims that ZIP is an epistemic principle since it tells us how to achieve our epistemic 

goals.  

However, she notes that ZIP is in tension with our traditional and basic epistemic norms: 

 

Evidential Permission (EP) 

If one has excellent evidence for p at t, then one is permitted to form the belief that p at t.  

 

Knowledge Permission (KP) 

If one is in a position to come to know p at t, then one is permitted to come to know p at t. 
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Specifically, she argues that if we accept ZIP and EP-KP within the domain of epistemic normativity, 

they systematically give incoherent advice to the epistemic agents inquiring into a given question.  

To illustrate the tension and the related normative incoherence, consider a very average inquiry: 

You are outside Grand Central Station in New York and want to answer the question, “How many 

windows does the Crysler Building have?” (Friedman, 2020). At any time during your inquiry, 

given the evidence or knowledge you already have and the perceptual information you constantly 

receive, there is a myriad of propositions you are in a position to know or have excellent evidence 

for. Based on this, EP-KP would allow you to come to know or believe all the previous propositions. 

Nonetheless, note that among these propositions, some can be relevant to your inquiry, but a 

huge amount is also irrelevant. Intuitively, to succeed in your inquiry, it is a necessary means that 

you display a form of focus on the relevant information and, therefore, you are not systematically 

distracted by the huge amount of irrelevant information accessible to you. Indeed, imagine you were 

systematically distracted by coming to know or believe every irrelevant proposition you are in a 

position to know or for which you have excellent evidence: It would be impossible for you to 

answer the previous question about the Crysler Building’s windows. Hence, given this, ZIP would 

intervene by requiring you to stay focused on the relevant information and, therefore, forbidding 

you to come to know or believe all the previous things irrelevant to your inquiry that, instead, EP-

KP would permit you to come to know and believe.  

In Friedman’s words: 

 

So, it looks as though according to KP and EP, it was perfectly permissible for me to come 

to know anything at all that was available for me to know while I was outside Grand Central, 

and perfectly permissible for me to follow any excellent evidence I had during that time. But 

to succeed at my count I needed to stay focused and do my best to ignore much of what was 

going on around me, as well as much of the other evidence I came with – evidence that’s 

just not relevant to this task. So according to ZIP, it wasn’t permissible for me to come to 
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know all sorts of things I was in a position to come to know over the stretch of time during 

which I was inquiring (and I had all sorts of excellent evidence that I had to ignore). ZIP 

declared it impermissible for me to do things epistemology never declares impermissible. 

(Friedman, 2020, p. 4) 

 

Therefore, given this perspective, we can intuitively see that ZIP would prohibit what EP-KP would 

instead permit.40  

After describing this tension, Friedman argues that it indicates that our current conception of 

epistemic normativity is intrinsically incoherent because three epistemic norms give us incoherent 

normative advice. As it is intuitive, this incoherence calls our epistemic normativity for revision: 

Incoherence is not desirable in our normative theories. Given this, it follows that ZIP or EP-KP 

should be reformulated or even refuted to have a coherent set of epistemic norms. Regarding this 

issue, Friedman ends up with the suggestion that not ZIP but our traditional basic epistemic norms 

EP-KP should be reconsidered. In particular, she proposes that all our epistemic norms should be 

reformulated as norms of inquiry. Namely, she suggests a radical revision of our current epistemic 

normativity: It should be considered essentially zetetic.41 

  

 
40 It is relevant to remark that if we imagine ideal inquirers who are not limited in their cognitive capacities and 
available time, they would never find themselves in a scenario in which ZIP would prohibit what EP-KP would permit. 
Indeed, we can imagine that they can form any belief that their evidence excellently supports and come to know any 
proposition they are in a position to know without losing any focus on what matters to solve the question they want to 
answer and without preventing them from doing what is necessary to achieve this aim. Friedman (2020) is well aware 
of this possibility and indeed restricts her discussion to limited agents such as us: Human beings who inquire with their 
limited cognitive resources and amount of time. Therefore, Friedman’s discussion and the present work concern real 
inquirers rather than ideal ones and analyse the instrumental normativity of inquiry and the epistemic norms that apply 
to them. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pressing me to clarify further the tension between the zetetic and the 
epistemic Friedman presents. 
41 From Friedman (2020, p. 1): “The Greek verb ‘ζητέω’ means ‘seek for’ or ‘inquire after’. The adjective ‘ζητητιχός’ is 
formed from the verb and means ‘devoted to inquiry’ or ‘disposed to inquire’. The word is used in this paper in a 
slightly different way, to mean ‘related to inquiry’”. 
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1.1 Is the tension real, and does it show that the current conception of epistemic normativity is 

incoherent? 

Epistemologists have reacted in different ways to the tension Friedman detected. For example, 

Steglich-Petersen (2021) agrees with Friedman’s perspective and develops it: The tension is real 

and problematic and a promising way to reconcile the epistemic and the zetetic is to unify our 

epistemic and zetetic reasons by grounding the first in the second – our epistemic reasons are just a 

subclass of zetetic reasons.42 Instead, Thorstad (2021) argues that the tension is real but does not 

reveal any incoherence because it is just a tension between two different levels of normative 

evaluation: The level focused on our doxastic or epistemic states and the level whose focal point is 

the processes that generate the previous states. Finally, Haziza (2022) defends the position that it is 

possible to reconcile the epistemic and the zetetic by revising EP-KP because they are incorrectly 

formulated epistemic norms.  

In this work, I will follow a fourth path. I will criticise ZIP as a correctly formulated principle of 

inquiry and offer an alternative one I call the “Zetetic Transmission Principle” (ZTP), which is a 

reformulation of Kiesewetter and Gertken’s (2021) “Generic Instrumental Reason”: 43 If one has a 

final reason to figure out the answer A to the question Q, then one has a reason to take means to 

figure A out, the strength of which depends on the strength of the final reason for one to figure A 

out.44  

In proposing this alternative principle, I will explore ZTP’s advantages over the “Zetetic 

Instrumental Transmission” (ZIT) Steglich-Petersen (2021) has recently presented for both solving 

and explaining the tension between the epistemic and the zetetic by subsuming all our epistemic 

reasons to zetetic reasons: If there is reason for one to pursue the aim of figuring out the answer A to 
 

42 See also Fleisher (2022) for a perspective that is sympathetic to Friedman’s position to defend the existence of 
inquisitive reasons that are epistemic. 
43 Here is Kiesewetter and Gertken’s (2021, p. 277) original principle: “If A has a final reason to ф, then A has a reason 
to take means to ф-ing”. 
44 As Kolodny and Brunero (2013) note, “means” is usually understood as tools or resources. However, following them, 
I will more specifically intend with “means” the actions we take in order to achieve an end that might make use of the 
previous tools or resources. Moreover, here I adopt Kiesewetter and Gertken’s (2021, p. 273) terminology: “We call a 
reason to ψ an instrumental reason if and only if it is explained by the fact that ψ-ing is a means to something else that 
there is reason to do. A reason that is not explained in this way is a final reason”. 
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Q, and there is positive probability conditional on one’s ф-ing, that one’s ф-ing helps figuring out A, 

then that is a reason for one to ф, the strength of which depends on the reason for one to pursue the 

aim and the probability. I will show that while ZIT is a controversial principle due to the “Too many 

reasons objection” (Broome, 2005; Kiesewetter & Gertken, 2021; Rippon, 2011), ZTP can avoid 

this problem and jointly capture all ZIT’s theoretical virtues in describing the instrumental 

normativity of our investigations. Moreover, I will underline how the refutation of ZIT in favour of 

ZTP blocks Steglich-Petersen’s unification and, therefore, his solution and explanation of the 

tension between the zetetic and the epistemic. 

Finally, by exploring further the normative nature of ZTP, I will conclude that the normative 

principle regulating the instrumental rationality of our inquiries makes the tension Friedman 

detected just a conflict between our practical duties to inquire and our epistemic permissions to 

know or believe. 

 

 

2. Zetetic transmission principles 

Let us begin by considering that ZIP, as stated, is highly implausible. Indeed, it explicitly holds that 

our desire to figure out A to Q generates an obligation to take the necessary means to acquire A. 

However, this is put into question for the so-called “Bootstrapping problem” (Bratman, 1981; Raz, 

2005; Way, 2012): Simply desiring something does not generate a duty to take the necessary means 

to realise the previous desire. Indeed, there are cases in which we ought not to desire something and, 

therefore, also take the necessary means to realise the desire we ought not to have. Moreover, there 

are cases in which we are permitted to desire something, but we ought not to take the necessary 

means to realise the desire we are permitted to have.  

For example, applying the previous considerations to inquiries, one can maliciously desire to 

know how to kill one’s business partner and hide her body because one is planning her murder to 

take over her business. Clearly, in this case, one would have an evil desire to figure out something 
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that one ought not to have. In this scenario, given one’s murderous intent, no reason could justify 

one to take the necessary means to figure out how to kill one’s business partner and hide her body. 

Moreover, imagine another case in which one desires to know the personal life of a very reserved 

business partner. And suppose one is aware that the only way to know something about one’s 

partner is to access her personal data without permission. Clearly, one might be free to have the 

previous curiosity, but one does not have any ought to violate one’s business partner’s privacy by 

accessing her data without permission. From these considerations, it follows that ZIP, as stated, is 

highly implausible.45 

Friedman is aware of this complication and accounts for it as follows: 

 

In the case of practical rationality, some have suggested that instrumental requirements are 

triggered only when we have good reason to pursue our ends (or at least are allowed to). In 

light of this, it’s worth making clear that all of the cases I discuss in this paper can easily be 

thought of as ones in which inquirers are allowed and have excellent reason to pursue the 

questions they are pursuing. (Friedman, 2020, p. 528) 

 

 
45 An anonymous reviewer pointed out that wants do not only express desires but also needs and that needs naturally 
generate oughts. Intuitively, if I need to eat, I ought to eat. Given this, ZIP might be read as follows: If there is a need 
for S to figure out A to Q, then S ought to take the necessary means to figure A out. And, since needs intuitively can 
generate duties, this version of ZIP might not be subject to the “Bootstrapping problem”. However, even if this might 
appear correct at first sight, it is not so clear that it is the case if we explore in detail the space of possibilities. Indeed, 
like desires, there can be needs that one ought not to have and, therefore, one ought not to satisfy by taking the relevant 
necessary means. Moreover, there can be cases in which one has a legitimate need, but one ought not to take the 
necessary means to satisfy it. Regarding the first possibility, imagine a serial killer: He psychologically needs to find 
out someone to murder. Intuitively, nothing can justify the serial killer taking the necessary means to find his next 
victim: He cannot have any type of ought to do that. Regarding the second possibility, imagine you have a moderate 
physical need to find some food because you are a little hungry. However, suppose you are at work and cannot leave 
your workplace to buy some food in the next hour. Moreover, imagine that the only food available at your workplace is 
in your colleague’s cabinet, but he would never give you his food. Given this, the only way available to you at the 
moment to find some food would be to access your colleague’s cabinet without authorization. Reading this latter case, 
intuitively, you can have the previous need to find out some food, but you do not have any type of ought to open your 
colleague’s cabinet without authorization in the context you find yourself in. Therefore, we can see that even the revised 
version of ZIP does not easily escape the “Bootstrapping problem”. Rather, this problem retains its bite. Thanks to an 
anonymous reviewer for bringing this issue to my attention. 
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Namely, in this passage, Friedman is telling us that we can easily consider the cases she analyses as 

scenarios where one has excellent reasons to answer a question Q one wants to settle, and these 

reasons generate a duty to take the necessary means to answer Q. 

However, as Steglich-Petersen (2021) notes, this defence of ZIP suggests that the instrumental 

principle governing our inquiries and conflicting with EP-KP is better captured by a form of 

transmission principle. Namely, a principle that describes the intuitive factum that reasons transmit 

from ends to means: We often have reasons to do something because it is a means for realising a 

goal for which we have reasons. Following this insight, Steglich-Petersen reformulates Kolodny’s 

(2018) principle called “General Transmission” and offers the following intuitive one to capture the 

instrumental normativity of our inquiries:46 

 

Zetetic Instrumental Transmission (ZIT) 

If there is reason for one to pursue the aim of figuring out the answer A to Q, and there is 

positive probability conditional on one’s ф-ing, that one’s ф-ing helps figuring out A, then 

that is a reason for one to ф, the strength of which depends on the reason for one to pursue 

the aim and the probability. 

 

As Steglich-Petersen remarks, a transmission principle like ZIT has many theoretical advantages 

over a principle like ZIP. First, it avoids the “Bootstrapping problem”. Indeed, ZIT does not imply 

that our desire to figure out an answer to a given question generates any duty to take means. Second, 

ZIT “affords the possibility of reasons to take means, even when we do not want to pursue the 

relevant aim, namely when we have reason to pursue the aim” (p. 12). Third, “it is thus also 

compatible with holding, as Friedman does, that wanting an aim can give one reason to take means 
 

46 Here is Kolodny’s (2018, pp. 752-753) full principle: “If there is reason for one to E, and there is positive probability, 
conditional on one’s M-ing, that one’s M-ing, or some part of one’s M-ing, helps to bring it about that one E’s 
nonsuperfluously, then that is a reason for one to M, whose strength depends on the reason for one to E and the 
probability, so long as the reason for one to E is not explained by an application of General Transmission to reason for 
one to achieve some distinct E′”. 
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to it” (pp. 13-14). Fourth, “it yields reasons rather than obligations to take means as its output (…) It 

allows the principle to cover cases where there is reason to inquire without there being an obligation 

to inquire, for example because the reasons are weak or outweighed by other reasons” (p. 15). 

Finally, Steglich-Petersen argues that ZIT can even capture, solve, and explain the tension Friedman 

detected by unifying our epistemic and zetetic reasons, therefore giving substance to Friedman’s 

suggestion that epistemic normativity should be considered ultimately zetetic. 

Indeed, regarding this latter point, he argues that ZIT allows reasons for pursuing the aim of 

inquiry to be transmitted not only to the acts of inquiry but also to specific beliefs – to those beliefs 

that are likely to constitute the aim of inquiry of figuring out the answer to a given question. 

Specifically, he holds that believing the proposition that is the true answer represents a constitutive 

means to the aim of inquiry. As a matter of fact, one could not accomplish the previous inquiry aim 

without believing the proposition that is the true answer. Based on these considerations and ZIT’s 

functioning, he proposes the radical perspective that epistemic reasons to believe are just a subclass 

of zetetic reasons:  

 

Here is a radical proposal for a zetetically grounded theory of epistemic reasons: epistemic 

reasons for belief are simply a subclass of the reasons that are transmitted from the aim of 

inquiry to the means that will promote that aim, namely that subclass that speaks in favor of 

beliefs in virtue of the beliefs being likely to constitute the aim of inquiry. (Steglich-Petersen, 

2021, p. 19). 

 

Having this perspective at hand, he can propose a solution and an explanation of the tension 

between the epistemic and the zetetic: It is just a tension within the zetetic, given that the epistemic 

reasons are a subclass of the zetetic ones. In particular, taking into account ZIT, it is a tension that 

can be solved just by weighing the different zetetic reasons one has. Indeed, in this perspective, one 

has an epistemic reason to believe a certain proposition p provided that one has reason to find out 



97 
 

whether p (or the answer to a question relevant to p). Moreover, given ZIT, the weight of this 

epistemic reason to believe is partially provided by the weight of one’s reason to figure out whether 

p. Hence, considering Friedman’s case again, the solution and explanation to the tension it 

exemplifies would be pretty straightforward. One has an epistemic reason to come to know or 

believe any proposition p irrelevant to one’s inquiry because one is in a position to know it or has 

excellent evidence for it. However, one has a stronger reason to stay focused on one’s count and not 

get distracted by all p because one’s reason to find out how many windows the Crysler Building has 

is stronger than one’s reason to establish whether p. Given this, when inquiring into how many 

windows the Crysler Building has, one should just stay focused and not get distracted by coming to 

know or believe every p one is in a position to know or has excellent evidence for. 

In conclusion, by using ZIT, Steglich-Petersen provides us with an intuitive solution and 

explanation of the tension by following the idea Friedman suggests: Considering zetetic what is 

epistemic. 

 

2.1 Liberal, conservative, and generic transmission principles 

It is important to underline that ZIT is explicitly a form of liberal transmission principle. 

Specifically, ZIT is liberal because, in contrast with conservative transmission principles, it is not 

restricted to the idea that reasons for ends are just transmitted to necessary means.47 Indeed, ZIT 

holds that reasons are also transmitted to all the non-necessary means with the positive probability 

that, by taking it, one is helped in achieving one’s goal: Figuring out A to Q.   

The reason Steglich-Petersen offers to accept a form of liberal principle is the following: 

 

Often, when we have reason to pursue some aim, there will be many different ways of 

achieving that aim, but in that case, none of those different ways will be necessary for the 

 
47 See Bratman (2009), Darwall (1983), Kiesewetter (2015, 2018), Kolodny (2018), Scanlon (2014), Schroeder (2009), 
Setiya (2007), Way (2010), and White (2017) for critical discussions about conservative principles. 
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aim. For example, I might achieve relief from a tooth-ache by having a filling, or 

alternatively by having the tooth pulled out, or alternatively by drinking a bottle of whisky. 

Indeed, for many of the possible aims that one can adopt, it is hard to think of any means 

that would be strictly speaking necessary. Nevertheless, it seems that we can have reason to 

take means to such aims by virtue of having reason to pursue the aim. This suggests that we 

should adopt a more ‘liberal’ transmission principle that allows reasons to transmit from 

aims to any of the means that would help bring about the aim. (Steglich-Petersen, 2021, p. 

12) 

 

However, even if one can generally agree with Steglich-Petersen’s reason, it is notable that liberal 

transmission principles are far from being uncontroversial. Indeed, they have to face the “Too many 

reasons objection” (Broome, 2005; Kiesewetter & Gertken, 2021; Rippon, 2011).  

To illustrate this objection applied to ZIT, imagine that I have a final reason to discover how 

much sugar kills a person with diabetes mellitus: I promised to answer the previous question to my 

best friend who suffers from this disease.48 A means that gives me a positive probability of figuring 

out the answer is making an extremely immoral experiment: Giving an increasing amount of sugar 

to a statistically relevant number of subjects who suffer from diabetes mellitus until they die. This 

would give me a number that would reliably represent the amount of sugar that would kill my best 

friend. Given this, ZIT would tell me that I have an instrumental reason to give an increasing 

amount of sugar to a statistically relevant number of subjects with diabetes mellitus until they die. 

However, this is a more than evil and unconceivable thing to think of doing. Intuitively, it does not 

seem true that there is a genuine reason to take the previous means just because I made a promise to 

my best friend, and the means are likely to accomplish the goal. Namely, it seems that the mere fact 

that these actions are a means that can likely make us do what we have final reason to do is not 

enough to give us a genuine reason to perform them. In a nutshell, the problem with ZIT and any 

 
48 As Kiesewetter and Gertken (2021) do, I maintain here that keeping one’s promise is an uncontroversial final reason. 
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liberal transmission principle is that if you have a final reason to do something or specifically an 

inquiry, they imply that you have instrumental reasons to take extremely objectionable and immoral 

means that, intuitively, you have no reason to take.49 

Considering these complications and in an attempt to avoid ad hoc solutions to them, 

Kiesewetter and Gertken (2021, p. 277) propose a more general principle they call the “Generic 

Instrumental Reason” (GIR), “If A has a final reason to ф, then A has a reason to take means to ф-

ing”, which has a twofold advantage over liberal principles. On the one hand, GIR is less 

controversial than liberal principles because it is not subject to the “Too many reasons objection”: It 

does not imply that one’s final reasons to pursue a goal transmit to each specific course of action 

that is a means to the aim that has a conditional probability of realising it, including those courses of 

actions that are extremely objectionable and immoral. It just says that if one has a final reason to 

pursue a goal, one has a reason to take means.50 On the other, it retains the intuition for which 

 
49 Reading this case, one might object: Why not simply say that, in this case, the intuition is wrong, and one does have 
the reason, but it is just massively outweighed? As Kiesewetter and Gertken (2021, p. 275) note, “according to this 
strategy, our intuitions about whether there is a reason for an action in a particular context do not reliably differentiate 
between circumstances in which we have no reasons at all for a given action and circumstances in which we have 
massively outweighed reasons for this action”. However, those who want to use this intuition debunking strategy should 
provide an account of why this should happen. By analysing the popular account put forward by Schroeder (2005, 
2007), Kiesewetter and Gertken show that the previous strategy is not as straightforward as it might appear at first sight. 
Indeed, in Schroeder’s perspective, “asserting the existence of a reason standardly carries the conversational implicature 
that the reason is not massively outweighed. That it seems odd to assert the existence of a reason is thus taken to be 
compatible with there being such a reason” (Kiesewetter & Gertken, 2021, p. 276). Applied this reasoning to our case, 
what would make it unnatural to assert that I have a genuine reason to give an increasing amount of sugar to a 
statistically relevant number of subjects with diabetes mellitus until they die would be simply the fact that this reason is 
massively outweighed. Nonetheless, Kiesewetter and Gertken underline the fact that one can cancel the previous 
conversational implicature. For example, in our case, this would imply that, in assessing whether or not I have a reason 
to give an increasing amount of sugar to a statistically relevant number of subjects with diabetes mellitus until they die, 
I could assert that I have such a reason. However, the existence of such a reason would still remain highly 
counterintuitive and controversial in the context the case represents. And, as Kiesewetter and Getken (2021, p. 276) 
write, “it is difficult to see why intuitions about whether or not one has such a reason should not be reliable under these 
circumstances, when the suggested conversational implicatures that might lead us astray in our judgment have been 
explicitly cancelled”. Given this, they argue that the popular proposal put forward by Schroeder does not really work. 
Hence, they conclude that the intuition debunking strategy lacks a proper explanation to hit the target and, therefore, 
that the “Too many reasons objection” retains its bite. Thanks to two anonymous reviewers for bringing up this potential 
issue.  
50 But what happens if there is just one possible way of taking means, and this is extremely objectionable and immoral? 
Wouldn’t GIR give one reason to take the previous extremely objectionable and immoral means? To answer these 
questions, imagine that the only means available to eat a piece of cake with your friend is to launch a nuclear missile 
that would kill millions of people: If you took means to eat a piece of cake, you would be bound to launch this missile. 
Intuitively, given the extreme and inconceivable immorality of the means, you could not really have a genuine reason to 
take means and, therefore, launch the previous nuclear missile to eat a piece of cake with your friend. Given this, in 
accordance with our intuitions, the reverse form of GIR (if A has no reason to take means to ф-ing, A has no final reason 
to ф-ing) would tell us that you would have no final reason to eat a piece of cake with our friend. Indeed, note that in 
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philosophers are disposed to accept and defend liberal transmission principles: It seems evident that 

the reasons we have to pursue an end are not just transmitted to necessary means. Hence, by 

adapting Kiesewetter and Gertken’s more general principle to the aim of answering questions and 

slightly revising it in order to capture ZIT’s theoretical virtues, we can propose a transmission 

principle that can less controversially capture our intuitions about the instrumental normativity of 

our inquiries than ZIT: 

 

Zetetic Transmission Principle (ZTP) 

If one has a final reason to figure out the answer A to the question Q, then one has a reason 

to take means to figure A out, the strength of which depends on the strength of the final 

reason for one to figure A out. 

  

Following Kiesewetter and Gertken’s (2021, pp. 277-278) explanation of their GIR, ZTP simply 

says that whenever we have a final reason to figure out the answer A to a given question Q, then we 

have a reason to take an action of the type taking means to figure A out. Expressly, ZTP does not 

state that we have a reason for each action that is a means to figure A out with a conditional 

probability of leading to A. It merely claims that we have reason to perform the act of taking means 

to figure A out, period. However, differently from GIR and similarly to ZIT, ZTP has a condition 

about the strength of the transmitted reason: Not only does it say that the reason transmits to the 

action of the type taking means to figure A out, but also its strength. Indeed, intuitively, if one has a 

strong or weak reason to figure out the answer A to Q, this strong or weak reason transmits, at least 

prima facie, to the action of taking means to figure A out.  

 
the previous situation, even a simple promise could not work as a final reason: You could not say that you have a reason 
to take means and, therefore, launch a nuclear missile that would kill millions of people just because you promised your 
friend to take a piece of cake with him. Therefore, contrary to what is put forward by the initial questions, GIR would 
imply that we would not have a final reason to pursue an aim if the only way to take means is something extremely 
objectionable and immoral. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for bringing this problem to my attention. 

  
 



101 
 

For example, imagine that you are a scientist and you have a strong reason to discover the 

definitive cure for cancer: It would save millions of lives. Intuitively, the force of this reason would 

also transmit to the action of taking means to discover the cure: You would also have a strong 

reason to do something to discover the cure for cancer. In the same fashion, imagine that you are a 

scientist, but you have a weak reason to discover how many grains of sand are on a certain beach: 

This is not an important discovery, but your best friend is strangely interested and begs you to give 

him at least a statistical answer. Intuitively, the force of this reason would also transmit to the action 

of taking means to discover how many grains of sand are on a certain beach: You would also have a 

weak reason to do something to find out the statistical number of these grains of sand. 

Moreover, similarly to its original form GIR and consistent with our intuition that our reasons 

for ends are not just transmitted to their necessary means, ZTP captures a type of transmission open 

to both necessary and non-necessary means. And also, it is not subject to the “Too many reasons 

objection”. Indeed, take the previous example in which I promised my friend affected by diabetes 

mellitus to answer her question of how much sugar would kill her. For this case, ZTP would simply 

tell me that I would have reason to do something to keep my promise and, therefore, answer the 

previous question. However, it would not provide me with any reason to take specific actions that 

are highly controversial or even immoral, such as doing an experiment on a statistically relevant 

number of subjects suffering from the same condition as my friend. 

Finally, to support ZTP further, it is notable that it captures all the advantages ZIT was supposed 

to have over ZIP. First, it is not subject to the “Bootstrapping problem”. Indeed, ZTP does not claim 

that our desire to figure out an answer to a given question generates any duty to take means. Second, 

ZTP affords the possibility of reasons to take means, even when we do not want to pursue the 

relevant aim, namely when we have reason to pursue the aim. Third, it is also compatible with 

holding, as Friedman does, that wanting an aim can give one reason to take means to it. Fourth, it 

yields reasons rather than obligations to take means as its output: It allows the principle to cover 

cases where there is reason to inquire without there being an obligation to inquire, for example, 
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because the reasons are weak or outweighed by other reasons. Finally, it can capture the tension 

between the epistemic and the zetetic: Even ZTP can create the normative conflict Friedman 

detected. 

Regarding this last point, note that one can have decisive final reasons and, therefore, a duty to 

figure out the answer to a given question. Given ZTP, these decisive reasons would transmit to the 

action of taking means to figure the answer out. Indeed, imagine that you ought to figure out 

whether your niece is allergic to sesame seeds because you gave her some sesame cookies and, a 

second after she eats them, you realise she is allergic to many seeds, but you do not know which 

ones. In this case, you have a decisive reason to inquire whether your niece is allergic to sesame 

seeds: If she were allergic to them, she might have an anaphylactic shock, and you ought to do 

something immediately to avoid a tragic consequence you would be responsible for. But also, in this 

case, it seems intuitive that you would have the same decisive reasons to take means to find out the 

answer: You ought to do something to figure out the answer because if your niece were allergic to 

sesame seeds, she would be in serious danger for something you are responsible for and you ought 

to do immediately something to avoid a possible anaphylactic shock. In a nutshell, using 

deontological terminology, if you ought to figure out the answer to the previous question, you ought 

to take means to figure out its answer.  

Given this, the previous scenario generates a conflict between ZTP and EP-KP. Indeed, consider 

that displaying a certain degree of focus on the relevant information and, therefore, not being 

systemically distracted by coming to know or believe all those irrelevant propositions you are in a 

position to know or for which you have excellent evidence appears constitutive of the action of 

taking means. As a matter of fact, if you were constantly distracted by all the irrelevant information 

surrounding you, as just described, you could not take means to settle the question you ought to 

answer. Given this, ZTP would require you to stay focused to a certain degree on the relevant 

information to answer whether your niece is allergic to sesame seeds and, hence, forbid you to get 

distracted by all the irrelevant information around you. Therefore, given this, we can see that, again, 
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a basic zetetic principle like ZTP would be in tension with our basic epistemic norms like EP-KP: 

ZTP would prohibit something EP-KP would permit. 

However, it is notable that the refutation of ZIT in favour of ZTP blocks Steglich-Petersen’s 

solution and explanation of the tension between the zetetic and the epistemic Friedman brought to 

philosophical attention. Indeed, ZTP is neutral about the transmission of reasons from the goal of 

figuring out the answer to a given question to those beliefs that are likely to constitute the aim of 

inquiry. Namely, it does not say anything about whether the reasons for figuring out the answer to a 

given question transmit to beliefs. Moreover, it does not even have this potentiality since ZTP is not 

about the specific occurrent means one can take to realise one’s inquiry aim, including the specific 

constitutive means to this goal that it is represented by believing the proposition that is the true 

answer. Rather, as we saw, it is just about the general action of taking means to figure out the 

answer to a given question. Specifically, ZTP simply says that if you have a final reason of some 

strength to inquire into a given question, you have a reason of some strength to do something – 

without saying which specific means you have reason to take, whether a belief or a course of action. 

Therefore, given this, there are no obvious ways to draw from ZTP the unification of the epistemic 

and zetetic reasons Steglich-Petersen derived from ZIT and, hence, apply his explanation to the 

tension Friedman detected. 

In conclusion, taking together all our considerations, the refutation of ZIT in favour of ZTP 

leaves open the question of how to correctly account for the tension Friedman brought to 

philosophical attention. As we will see in the following two sections, ZTP and its normative features 

will capture the tension between the zetetic and the epistemic as just a tension between our practical 

duties to inquire and our epistemic permission to know or believe. 

  



104 
 

3. Reasons to inquire are instrumental 

Going back to the example about your seed-allergic niece, it gives us more material to reason about 

the nature of normativity of inquiry than just reinstating the tension between the zetetic and the 

epistemic Friedman detected. Indeed, it clearly shows that you have reason to inquire into a given 

question because you have a reason for avoiding a tragic consequence that would be directly caused 

by your action: You have the moral duty to take care of your niece and avoid a possible fatal 

anaphylactic shock caused by your negligent behaviour. Namely, your final reason to inquire 

whether your niece is allergic to sesame seeds is practical in nature. 

But also, your reason to inquire is clearly instrumental. Indeed, in the previous case, 

determining whether your niece is allergic to sesame seeds is a good, the best, or the only way you 

have at your disposal to take care of her and avoid the tragic consequence of a fatal anaphylactic 

shock you would be responsible for. Indeed, by figuring out whether your niece is allergic to sesame 

seeds, you can discover if you gave her the wrong kind of seeds and behave consequently to take 

care of her and prevent her from being severely harmed by your actions. Hence, in the previous case, 

your final reason to inquire and find out the answer to the question of whether your niece is allergic 

to sesame seeds is practical because of your moral duty to care for her and avoid a tragic 

consequence caused by your actions. But also, your reason to inquire is instrumental because 

figuring out the answer to the previous question is a good, the best, or the only means you have to 

comply with the previous duty.  

However, it is also plausible that our final reasons to inquire are not just restricted to the 

practical realm but can also be epistemic. Generally, epistemologists tell us that knowledge, true 

and/or justified beliefs, and understanding are epistemically valuable states. Moreover, we also 

intuitively say that knowing is epistemically better than being ignorant, having true and/or justified 

beliefs is epistemically better than having false and/or unjustified beliefs, and understanding is 
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epistemically better than being confused.51 Plausibly, these normative statements can provide us 

with epistemic reasons to improve our epistemic positions by acquiring these valuable epistemic 

states if we lack them or have their negative counterparts. In particular, they can give us epistemic 

reasons to improve our epistemic status to remove our ignorance, our false and/or unjustified beliefs, 

or cognitive confusion and acquire more epistemically valuable states like knowledge, true and/or 

justified beliefs, or understanding. 

Indeed, putting aside the practical reasons one might have, one can intuitively mention as a 

reason to improve one’s epistemic position the epistemic betterness of certain cognitive states over 

their defective counterparts or their epistemic value. For example, one might answer the question of 

why one is trying to improve one’s epistemic position as follows: “Because, by improving my 

epistemic position, I can remove my cognitive defects like ignorance, false or unjustified beliefs, or 

confusion and acquire epistemically better states like knowledge, true or justified beliefs, or 

understanding”, “Because, by improving my epistemic position, I can acquire epistemically 

valuable states like knowledge, true or justified beliefs, or understanding that I do not currently 

have”. Therefore, given this, we can see that the previous epistemic normative statements can 

plausibly work to provide us with epistemic reasons to improve our doxastic or epistemic positions. 

Notably, we can often improve our epistemic positions through our cognitive system’s simple 

and correct functioning. But many other times, making an inquiry is a good, the best, or only means 

we have to do that. Namely, figuring out answers to questions is often a good, the best, or the only 

way to remove our epistemic defects and acquire more epistemically valuable states. Given this, it 

 
51 Here, one might ask: What makes understanding, knowledge, justified or true belief epistemically valuable states and 
what makes them epistemically better than confusion, ignorance, unjustified or false beliefs? A simple answer to this 
question is their relation with truth: Truth is the fundamental value of epistemology, and if a certain cognitive state is 
true or promotes truth, then it is epistemically valuable. Roughly, this is the perspective that is usually called “Veritism” 
or “Truth value monism”. However, this position has been a matter of debate between the pluralists who argue that 
there is a plurality of epistemic values beyond truth (Brogaard, 2009; DePaul, 2001; Elgin, 2017; 2019; Kvanvig, 2005; 
Matheson, 2011; Pedersen, 2017; Perrine, 2020) and the truth monists who defend the idea that truth should be 
considered the most fundamental epistemic value (Ahlstrom-Vij, 2013; Engel, 2017; Khalifa & Millson, 2020; Nawar, 
2021; Pettigrew, 2019; Pritchard, 2021; Sylvan, 2018). Here, I do not take a stance between monism or pluralism: The 
readers are free to read the normative statements about doxastic and epistemic states in this paragraph as they are more 
inclined to an epistemic value monistic or pluralistic perspective. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pressing me to 
clarify this point. 
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turns out that we can have reason to inquire because we have an epistemic reason to improve our 

epistemic position. In this eventualities, our final reason to determine the answer to a given question 

would be epistemic. But also, our reason to inquire is instrumental because figuring out the answer 

to a given question is a good, the best, or the only instrument we have available to improve our 

epistemic positions.  

 

3.1 A sui generis zetetic normativity? 

I want to underline that the previous examples do not seem an exception to why we have reason to 

inquire. But rather, they seem more like the rule: All the reasons we have to inquire are instrumental, 

and our final reasons to figure out answers to our questions are practical or epistemic.52 Specifically, 

we aim to determine the answer to questions because it is a good, the best, or the only means we 

have to realise more fundamental goals or effects for which we have practical or epistemic reasons. 

If this is true, then all our reasons to inquire are just instrumental, and our final reasons to figure out 

answers to our questions are practical or epistemic in nature. Namely, we are always tied to 

instrumental, practical, and epistemic reasons to determine when to inquire and aim to find out 

answers to questions.  

In support of this, note that there appear to be no questions that per se give us reasons or even 

require us to figure out their answers. Indeed, what might be the question that, as such and without 

being tied to the epistemic or the practical, provides us with reasons or even requires us to answer it? 

I do not find any candidate here. Instead, it is an intuitive phenomenon that we have reason to 

answer questions because they are instrumentally and essentially tied to the practical and the 

epistemic: Figuring out answers to questions is a good, the best, or the only instrument we have to 

realise some goals or effect for which we have practical or epistemic reasons. This latter 

phenomenon and our intuition that there are no questions that per se give us reasons or even require 

 
52 Here, the disjunction should be understood as inclusive: We can also have both epistemic and practical reasons to 
inquire, as we will see in a bit. 
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us to answer them directly favour the perspective that there is no sui generis zetetic normativity 

regarding when to inquire: The reasons for figuring out answers to questions are always 

instrumental and ultimately practical or epistemic.  

Moreover, consistent with this conclusion, it seems that, in deciding whether to inquire or not 

into a given question, both the practical and the epistemic contribute to establishing our reasons to 

inquire. Namely, the epistemic and the practical interact to provide an overall reason to figure out 

or not the answer to a given question.53 For example, imagine that one is certain that a specific 

answer to a given question Q is true and fully understands why it is so. Intuitively, this is an 

epistemic reason not to inquire into Q.54 Indeed, from an epistemic perspective, one might argue 

that one would have already achieved the maximal epistemically valuable state and inquiring into Q 

to reach a more valuable one would be epistemic nonsense: What would be the epistemic 

improvement one might gain from one’s inquiry? Hence, broadly speaking, the latter can be 

considered a negative epistemic reason regarding when to inquire: It speaks in favour of not 

inquiring into a given question. 

However, let us suppose that you are a surgeon and that your professional ethics requires you to 

double-check any patient’s file before proceeding with any surgical procedure: If you do not comply 

with your work rules, you will be fired. Moreover, imagine that requesting a motivated dispensation 

from double-checking your patients’ files is possible, but it would take longer than just doing it. 

Given these conditions, take the case you have certainty that you have to remove the left kidney 

from one of your patients and fully understand why.55 What should you do? Intuitively, you should 

just follow your professional ethics and double-check the answer to the question, “Is the left kidney 

I have to remove from my patient?”, despite your certainty and understanding giving you reason not 

 
53 It is important to note that this claim, if correct, gives direct support to Thorstad’s (2022) idea that the normativity of 
inquiry is all things considered. However, as we are going to see in the next section, even if the previous might be 
generally true for most of our inquiries, I will argue that our duties to inquire and take means to figure out the answer to 
a given question are just practical. Namely, the normativity of our duties to inquire and take means is just a practical 
matter. 
54 See Friedman (2017) for a similar but stronger normative position: If one knows the answer to a given question, one 
ought not to inquire into it. 
55 This is a variation of Brown’s (2008) case. See also Falbo (2021, 2023a). 
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to double-check. Indeed, by doing so, you avoid being fired or wasting more time asking for a 

dispensation than doing a simple double-check. Namely, in this case, you intuitively have a positive 

practical reason that surpasses your epistemic one: A reason that speaks in favour of making an 

inquiry that surpasses your negative reason not to inquire. Ultimately, taking into account your 

divergent epistemic and practical reasons, you would have an overall reason to inquire. 

However, we can also imagine cases in which one’s epistemic and practical reasons are 

convergent in suggesting whether or not to inquire. For example, imagine that you are ignorant 

about who the actual President of the United States is. Knowing the actual US President is 

epistemically better than remaining ignorant about it: This gives you an epistemic reason to improve 

your epistemic position by removing your ignorance and acquiring knowledge. Moreover, suppose 

you must pass a Contemporary American History exam to graduate and knowing the actual US 

President is essential not to fail: This gives you a practical reason to remove your ignorance and 

acquire knowledge. Hence, in this imaginary scenario, you have both an epistemic and a practical 

reason that, considered together, provide you with an overall positive reason to remove your 

ignorance and acquire knowledge of who the actual US President is.  

Given this, imagine further that you cannot learn who the actual US President is just by the 

default functioning of your cognitive system and that making an inquiry into the question, “Who is 

the actual President of the United States?”, is the only means to remove your ignorance. In this case, 

you have then an overall positive reason to inquire into the previous question, whose sources are 

both epistemic and practical. Namely, your final reasons to figure out the answer to the question, 

“Who is the actual President of the United States?”, are both practical and epistemic. Indeed, if you 

removed your ignorance by making an inquiry, which is the only means you would have to do so, 

you would improve your epistemic position by achieving a more epistemically valuable state. But 

also, you would gain a piece of knowledge that is essential to passing your exam and graduating. 
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Hence, we can see a case in which one has both an epistemic and a practical reason to inquire that 

converge in providing an overall positive reason to figure out the answer to a given question.56 

In conclusion, taking stock of our considerations in this section, we can claim that the reasons 

we have to inquire are always instrumental, and their final sources are generally practical or 

epistemic. Namely, there does not exist a sui generis zetetic source that gives rise to a distinct 

normativity of when to inquire. We have reason to inquire because making an inquiry is a good, the 

best, or the only instrument we have to realise effects or goals for which we have epistemic or 

practical reasons. From this perspective, the reasons we can have to inquire are just instrumental 

and have their sources in more basic normative domains, like the epistemic or the practical. In other 

words, our reasons to inquire are instrumental but also ultimately practical, epistemic, or both 

practical and epistemic in nature. 

 

 

4. Duties to inquire are practical 

A question becomes relevant at this point: If all our reasons to inquire and take means to realise our 

inquiries are instrumental to goals or effects for which we have practical or epistemic reasons and, 

therefore, are ultimately epistemic or practical in nature, what are we talking about when we say 

that the zetetic and the epistemic are in tension because the former forbids what the latter permits? 

Given ZTP, the epistemic and practical reasons one has to inquire into a given question Q 

transmit to the action of taking means to answer Q. Hence, the instrumental reasons we have to take 

means can be epistemic, practical, or practical-and-epistemic. In general, the point of the last 

 
56 It is important to note that, despite our discussion being mostly based on our intuition about the relation between our 
epistemic and practical reason to inquire, it opens some philosophically relevant questions about their relation: How do 
we compare our epistemic and practical reasons to figure out what, all things considered, one has most reason to do 
regarding whether to inquire or not? How do we weigh our practical and epistemic reason to inquire in order to establish 
what we have most reason to do regarding whether to inquire or not? These are important questions that need to be 
investigated and need a full paper to be explored: I leave them open for another work. However, philosophers debate the 
comparability and weighing of epistemic and practical reasons for beliefs (see, for example, Bradley, 2024; Howard, 
2020; Meylan, 2021; Reisner, 2008; Steglich-Petersen & Skipper, 2019). This debate might be an excellent theoretical 
place to approach the problem of the comparability and weighing of epistemic and practical reasons to inquire. Thanks 
to an anonymous reviewer for pointing me out these important issues. 
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statement is that ZTP is a principle with a multiple normative nature dependent on the type of final 

reasons that appear in its antecedent. Given this, on the one hand, the tension between the epistemic 

and the zetetic can be totally internal to the epistemic normativity if the final reasons in ZTP’s 

antecedent are decisive and exclusively epistemic. On the other hand, it can be a tension between 

the practical or the practical-and-epistemic and the epistemic if the reasons in ZTP’s antecedent are 

decisive and just practical or practical-and-epistemic. Note that only in the first option would the 

tension display an incoherence in the epistemic that would require a revision of our current 

epistemic normativity. Indeed, in the other remaining options, the tension would be just one that 

goes beyond what is exclusively epistemic.  

 

4.1 Epistemic reasons do not contribute to generating a duty to inquire 

Considering our epistemic reasons to inquire, it seems that none of them can be decisive and, 

therefore, generate per se a requirement or a duty to figure out the answer to a given question. 

Expressly, the following epistemic normative facts: 

 

- Knowledge is epistemically better than ignorance, 

- True and/or justified beliefs are epistemically better than unjustified and/or false beliefs, 

- Understanding is epistemically better than cognitive confusion, 

- True and/or justified beliefs, knowledge, and understanding are epistemically valuable states,  

 

do not seem to create per se a duty to inquire.57  

 
57 Here, one might object that there might be other epistemic reasons to inquire than those I mentioned that might 
generate a duty to inquire. For example, adapting a case from Fricker (2007), an anonymous reviewer proposes a case in 
which epistemic justice can generate an epistemic duty to inquire. Here is the case: “The court will prosecute Tom 
Robinson, a black man, for raping Mayella Ewell (from To Kill a Mockingbird). Their reasons seem prejudicial. The 
prosecution indeed believes that he is probably innocent, but following the detectives, they are highly practically 
interested in closing the inquiry. The defence knows they will likely lose the case, but in order to give Tom Robinson 
the epistemic justice he deserves, and thereby treat his testimony as credible, recognizing him in his capacity as an 
epistemic agent that he deserves to have recognized, gives them a duty to keep the inquiry open.” The problem with this 
type of case is that the source of duty is not strictly epistemic, but it appears more practical. Indeed, the value of 
recognising Tom’s capacity as an epistemic agent is to recognise the value of a person qua person and, therefore, not 
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Indeed, take the case that you are ignorant about the carbonara recipe. Per se, this ignorance 

together with the better epistemic quality of knowledge would not generate any decisive reason and 

so duty to search for the carbonara recipe. As a matter of fact, none of us has the duty to know this 

recipe per se, even if it might be a good thing to know just to enjoy one of the traditional Roman 

recipes. At most, one’s ignorance conjoined with the better epistemic quality of knowledge can 

plausibly provide a non-decisive epistemic reason to search for the carbonara recipe. For example, 

one might think: “Since knowledge is epistemically better than ignorance, and I am actually 

ignorant about the carbonara recipe, I could inquire to improve my epistemic position by removing 

my ignorance and coming to know how to make a good carbonara”. 

Moreover, imagine you discover you have a false and/or unjustified belief about the procedure 

of voting for the next political election. The sole fact that you have the previous epistemically 

defective belief and that it is epistemically better to have true and/or justified beliefs does not 

generate any decisive reason or duty to inquire about the right procedure. Rather, it appears that one 

should have a correct perspective on the procedure and keep up to date about it to be a good citizen 

and correctly express one’s vote. However, in this latter case, it would not be the epistemic value of 

the true and/or justified belief and its epistemic betterness over the false and/or unjustified belief 

that would create a duty to inquire. But rather, it would be the practical importance of having an 

accurate perspective on the voting procedure to comply with one’s citizenship values and rights. At 

most, one’s false or unjustified belief conjoined with the better epistemic quality of a true or 

justified belief can plausibly provide a non-decisive epistemic reason to inquire about the right 

voting procedure. For example, one might think: “Since a true/justified belief is epistemically better 

 
damage his personal dignity. Moreover, its value is also practical for the defence: If Tom Robinson were treated as 
credible, they could increase the probability of winning the case. Finally, there is also an ethical aspect: Tom could 
appropriately defend himself from an unjust prosecution that would reinforce an existing state of injustice. Namely, 
even in the case of epistemic justice, the source of the duty to inquire would not be strictly epistemic. Rather, the duty to 
inquire would stem from the practical aspects of the injustice one commits in not recognising one’s capacity as a knower. 
Notably, the objector should find a source whose epistemic attributes do generate the duty to inquire. However, it relies 
on the objector to disclose the existence of these epistemic reasons and motivate why they can generate a duty to inquire. 
Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for bringing this possible case to my attention. 
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than a false/ unjustified one, and I actually have a false/unjustified belief about the voting procedure, 

I could inquire to improve my epistemic position by removing my false/unjustified belief and 

acquiring a true/justified belief about how to vote”. 

Finally, consider a scenario where you do not understand the conceptual coherence of the 

Bigfoot conspiracy theory. Again, it seems that, in the absence of any other positive reasons, it is 

not so problematic to remain conceptually confused about it: Your confusion and the higher 

epistemic value of understanding per se do not appear to generate a decisive reason and, therefore, a 

duty to inquire about it. Indeed, you might reasonably respond to someone who requires you to 

inquire just based on your confusion and the epistemic betterness of understanding: “I am totally 

uninterested in the Bigfoot conspiracy theory, and so I do not care about my lack of understanding: 

If it is so important to you, you inquire!”. At most, one’s confusion conjoined with the better 

epistemic quality of understanding can plausibly provide a non-decisive epistemic reason to inquire 

into what makes the Bigfoot conspiracy theory conceptually coherent. For example, one might think: 

“Since understanding is epistemically better than confusion, and I am actually conceptually 

confused about the Bigfoot conspiracy theory, I could inquire to improve my epistemic position by 

removing my confusion and acquiring a proper understanding of this conspiracy theory”.  

Hence, we can see that, alone, the epistemic reasons we can have to figure out the answer to a 

given question do not appear decisive. Namely, they are insufficient to generate a duty to inquire. 

Note that this conclusion directly supports Thorstad’s (2022) idea that there are no purely epistemic 

norms of inquiries and, therefore, no purely epistemic duties to inquire. Moreover, considering the 

examples we have just provided in support of the previous conclusion, it also appears to be in 

accordance with Thorstad’s perspective that all the norms of inquiries are all things considered and, 

therefore, that any reason matters in generating a duty to inquire, from the practical to the epistemic. 

Indeed, following this insight, we can appreciate that if we combine a practical reason with our 

epistemic reasons, we can generate a decisive reason to inquire and, therefore, a duty to figure out 

the answer to a given question.  
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For example, reconsidering the previous cases, imagine that you are a new chef who is working 

in an Italian restaurant specialising in carbonara: Your work requires you to be able to prepare the 

previous dish. This latter condition would give you a decisive reason to master the carbonara recipe 

and, therefore, figure out the answer to the question, “What is the carbonara recipe?”, since you do 

not know it. Moreover, imagine that you recognise that our democratic values require you to 

express your vote to be a good citizen. This would provide you with a decisive reason to learn the 

correct voting procedure and so figure out the answer to the question, “What is the right procedure 

to vote?”, since you do not have it. Finally, imagine that you are a researcher studying the Bigfoot 

conspiracy theory: You are paid to understand its conceptual features and coherence in detail. This 

would give you a decisive reason to study the Bigfoot conspiracy theory and determine the answer 

to the question, “How can the Bigfoot conspiracy be conceptually coherent?”, since you do not have 

it. 

Ultimately, we can see that if we combine a practical reason to inquire with our previous non-

decisive epistemic reasons, we can generate a decisive reason to inquire and, therefore, a duty to 

determine the answer to a given question. Namely, by considering the cases just presented, it 

appears that we can have an epistemic and a practical reason that together can generate an all-

things-considered duty to inquire into a given question. 

However, even if the previous conclusion seems intuitively correct, it is not so if we go a little 

deeper into what counts to generate a duty to inquire. Indeed, in all the previous cases, if we focus 

our attention, we can note that the epistemic reasons, albeit conjoined with your practical reasons to 

inquire, do not contribute to generating your duty to inquire. Rather, the practical reasons alone are 

decisive and do generate the duty. Specifically, your professional ethics and democratic values give 

you a decisive reason to figure out the carbonara recipe, how the Bigfoot conspiracy can be 

conceptually coherent, and how to vote correctly. The epistemic normative fact that knowing is 

better than ignoring, having justified and/or true beliefs is better than having false and/or unjustified 

ones, understanding is better than being confused, or just the normative fact that knowledge, 
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justified and/or true beliefs, or understanding are epistemically valuable states do not do any work 

here. Indeed, we can fully explain why you have a duty to inquire just by appealing to your practical 

reasons: You ought to inquire because you need to acquire a doxastic or an epistemic state you are 

required to have for practical reasons.  

Hence, given these considerations, we can see that it does not seem true that epistemic and 

practical reasons together can generate a decisive reason to inquire. Indeed, even when we have 

both epistemic and practical reasons to inquire, the previous cases show that practical reasons do the 

work and generate a duty to inquire. Namely, they make manifest that our epistemic reasons to 

inquire can only be conjoined with practical ones but are neither necessary nor participate in 

generating the duty to inquire. Ultimately, based on this, our positive duties to inquire do not appear 

all things considered. But rather, they reveal themselves to be all practical things considered.58  

To sustain this conclusion further, consider the case in which you are a surgeon who is certain 

that she has to remove the left kidney from her patient and understands perfectly well why. As we 

have already seen, since you have certainty and full understanding, you have no epistemic reason to 

double-check whether it is the left kidney you have to remove from your patient. However, despite 

this, you have a decisive practical reason to do the previous. Indeed, based on your professional 

ethics and the practical costs of not double-checking or asking for its dispensation, you just ought to 

double-check the answer to the question, “Is the left kidney I have to remove from my patient?”, no 

matter your epistemic state. In other words, this scenario depicts a situation in which one has a 

 
58 What about negative duties to inquire? Here, I remain open to the possibility that just epistemic reasons or a mixture 
of epistemic and practical reasons can sometimes be decisive in generating a duty not to inquire. For example, in the 
absence of a relevant practical reason to inquire, it is intuitive to think that if one is certain that a particular proposition 
p is true and fully understands why p is true, one has a decisive epistemic reason not to inquire into whether p: There 
would be no other epistemically valuable state that could improve one’s epistemic position. Moreover, imagine that one 
already knows the answer p to a given question but is not certain of it. Furthermore, imagine that one has another 
important issue to solve other than inquiring into whether p is the right answer. The fact that one already has a valuable 
epistemic state regarding p combined with the importance of solving the other issue can provide one with a decisive 
epistemic-and-practical reason and, therefore, a duty not to inquire into whether p. However, despite these intuitive 
examples, I leave the question open for a future occasion. 
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decisive practical reason to inquire but lacks any positive epistemic reason to do so. Namely, it 

shows a case in which one ought to inquire just for practical reasons.59 

Taking together all the considerations in this section, we can appreciate that only practical 

reasons seem to generate a duty to inquire. Specifically, it appears that there is no epistemic reason 

that, by itself, can generate a duty to figure out the answer to a given question. Moreover, even if 

conjoined with our practical reasons to inquire, the epistemic reasons appear to play no role in 

generating a duty to inquire. Namely, from our perspective, it follows that we only have practical 

duties to figure out answers to questions.  

 

4.2 What about Friedman’s tension? 

If the conclusions we made are true, then the tension between the zetetic and the epistemic 

Friedman detected turns out to be a just tension between the practical and the epistemic: A tension 

that cannot show per se that our current conception of epistemic normativity is incoherent and needs 

to be revised. 

Indeed, given ZTP and our conclusion that there are only practical duties to inquire, it follows 

that we have a duty toward the action of taking means to figure out the answer to a given question 

because we have a practical duty toward the end of inquiring into it. Namely, our practical duty to 

answer a given question generates the duty to take means to find out its answer. Or said differently, 

it transmits from the end of answering a question to the action of taking means to figure out its 

answer. In this picture, the resulting duty to take means is ultimately practical in nature. Given this, 

it follows that the tension between the zetetic and the epistemic Friedman detected, and we captured 

 
59 As an anonymous reviewer underlines, someone following Friedman (2017) would deny that the inquiry one ought to 
pursue in the proposed scenario could be a case of genuine inquiry since the subject could not suspend her judgment 
about the question “Is the left kidney I have to remove from my patient?”. Indeed, Friedman claims that when one 
inquires into a given question, one suspends one’s judgment about it. However, this claim has been challenged by many 
philosophers: There are cases, like double-checking, in which we can be considered as genuinely inquiring into a given 
question without suspending our judgment about it. See Archer (2021), Falbo (2021, 2023a), Feldman and Conee 
(2018), Millson (2020), Palmira (2020), Raleigh (2021), and Woodard (2021, 2022) for examples of inquiries without 
suspension of judgment. 
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by a conflict between ZTP and EP-KP, displays just a tension between a practical duty and some 

basic epistemic permissions. 

In conclusion, taking stock of our results, we can appreciate that the zetetic normativity 

regarding when to inquire is instrumental and can generally be practical or epistemic in nature: A  

normativity that broadly serves our practical or epistemic final reasons to figure out answers to 

questions. However, when we turn to the duty to inquire, we can note that the instrumental zetetic 

normativity appears just practical. Namely, all the duties to inquire and take means to answer our 

questions fall under the practical domain. Given this latter point, the tension between the zetetic and 

the epistemic detected by Friedman turns out to be just a tension between the practical and the 

epistemic: A tension that does not display per se any incoherence in our current conception of the 

epistemic normativity. But if it is true, then the tension between the zetetic and the epistemic cannot 

be used to motivate a radical revision of our traditional epistemic norms into zetetic norms. Another 

path should be pursued to claim that epistemic normativity is just zetetic normativity. 
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