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Twentieth-century epistemologists were often concerned with questions about doxastic attitudes. For example, they asked under what conditions a belief is
justified or amounts to knowledge.

A recent zetetic turn in epistemology encourages renewed focus on the processes of inquiry which produce and modify doxastic attitudes. The epistemology of
inquiry, or zetetic epistemology, poses at least two types of questions about inquiry. First, there are questions about the nature of inquiry. For example, some
have proposed that inquiry is a question-directed activity with a constitutive aim and an intimate connection to a sui-generis class of question-directed attitudes.
Second, there are questions about the norms of inquiry. For example, theorists have developed accounts of the proper conduct of inquiry and of the relationship
between norms of inquiry and traditional epistemic norms.

This entry surveys historical perspectives on inquiry (Section 1), then introduces recent work on the nature (Section 2) and norms (Section 3) of inquiry.
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1. Historical perspectives

Against the background of recent work in epistemology, the zetetic turn may seem a historical outlier. However, questions about inquiry have been central
throughout the history of philosophy. In this sense, it may be more accurate to describe the zetetic turn as a zetetic return towards questions that have continually
animated philosophical theorizing.

This section considers selected themes from historical discussions of the nature and norms of inquiry. Examining these themes will help to highlight continuity

between recent discussions and historical projects, to show how historical discussions offer important insights and even propose novel solutions to ongoing
debates, and to show how these discussions raise new questions about inquiry that may deserve future study.

1.1 Socratic inquiry

Plato introduced at least two influential interventions in the study of inquiry. The first is a method of inquiry, the Socratic elenchus. Through careful questioning,
Socrates brings his interlocutors to see that their initial beliefs are contradicted by a series of propositions to which they also assent. In addition to revealing



inconsistencies (Benson 1995) and advancing the search for truth (Vlastos 1993), this method of questioning serves as a model for the process of philosophical
inquiry (Hintikka 2007, Young 2006).

Second, Plato’s Meno raises the issue of the possibility of inquiry. If we do not know what we seek, the Meno asks, how can it be a subject of inquiry? And if we
already know what we seek, what is the point of inquiry? Although many have been unpersuaded by the force of Meno’s paradox and by the solutions offered in
this dialogue, theorists from Aristotle (1994) to Hintikka (2007) have engaged with Plato’s broader question of what kind of foreknowledge or cognitive
preconditions must be satisfied for inquiry to be possible (Fine 2014). Others have broadened Plato’s descriptive question to ask after the normative conditions
under which inquiry is appropriate (Willard-Kyle 2023a-b, Haziza 2023b, Falbo 2024).

1.2 Logic and inquiry

Historically, the study of logic encompassed much of what is now regarded as the province of inquiry (Ballantyne 2019, Kneale and Kneale 1962). One of the
most widely read early modern works of logic, the Port-Royal logic, was originally titled Logic or the art of thinking (Arnauld and Nicole 1662) and contains an
extensive discourse on method drawing heavily on Descartes’ own Discourse on method (Descartes 1637) and Rules for the direction of the mind (Descartes
1628).

As the domain of logic narrowed, the relationship between logic and inquiry became an open question. Theorists increasingly expressed doubts about the role of
logic in inquiry. For example, Gilbert Harman (1986) distinguished principles of implication governing relations of entailment between propositions from
maxims of reflection which "say what to consider before revising one's view" and principles of revision which "concern the actual changes to be made.” Harman
held that logic specifies principles of implication, as opposed to maxims of reflection or principles of revision.

Other theorists called for enlargements of logical tools to tackle questions about inquiry including belief revision (Alchourron et al. 1985), questioning (Belnap
and Steel 1976, Hintikka 2001, Wisniewski 1995, Ciardelli and Roelofsen 2011) and the management of research agendas (Olsson and Westlund 2006).

1.3 The aim of inquiry

We will see in Section 2 that many contemporary discussions take inquiry to be an activity with an aim and ask what the aim of inquiry is. Questions about the
aim of inquiry also attracted significant historical interest.

Charles Peirce proposed that inquiry aims at settled belief (Peirce 1887), a proposal taken up in later work by Isaac Levi (Levi 1980, 1991, 2012; Misak 1987).
Sextus Empiricus (1933) held that inquiry aims at tranquility, which is achieved not by settling on any particular belief, but instead by coming to peace with
inquiry’s unresolvability and suspending judgment (Mates 1996, Striker 2001, Vogt and Vlastis 2020). Descartes famously set the demanding aim of scientia, a
type of certainty or indubitability (Descartes 1641, Pasnau 2013). Some have read Plato as suggesting the weaker claim that inquiry aims at knowledge (Beddor
2024, Millar 2011).

Another theme that emerges from historical discussions is the link between aims and settling (Loeb 1998). Many authors have held that the aim of inquiry should
be coextensive with the conditions under which inquiry is settled. Most directly, Peirce defines inquiry as the struggle to attain belief occasioned by the irritation
of doubt. Because belief removes the irritation of doubt, it settles inquiry and therefore, for Peirce, is inquiry’s sole aim (Peirce 1877, Kasser 2011). The view
that belief settles inquiry persists today in the claim that belief is a settling attitude (Hieronymi 2009, Holton 2014, J. Friedman 2019a, Fraser 2026) and is



contested by those who think that inquiry is settled under different conditions (Kvanvig 2003, Ballantyne 2019, Kelp 2021, Sapir and van Elswyk 2021, Falbo
2023a).

1.4 The attitudes of inquiry

We will see in Section 2 that many authors take inquiry to be intimately tied to a set of interrogative attitudes such as curiosity and suspension of judgment. On a
strong version of this view (J. Friedman 2017), agents are held to be inquiring into a question just in case they hold an interrogative attitude toward the question.

Historical discussions likewise emphasized the characteristic roles that attitudes such as doubt and suspension of judgment play in inquiry, a question that also
received interest from phenomenologists (Mulligan 2018). For Peirce (1877), inquiry begins with doubt. Doubt is psychologically uncomfortable, leading agents
to inquire until belief is settled with the removal of doubt. Likewise, Cartesian inquiry builds upon a foundation of indubitable propositions in which no doubt is
possible.

Others emphasized the role of suspension of judgment in inquiry. While contemporary theorists sometimes take suspension of judgment to be a stance held
during inquiry (J. Friedman 2017), Sextus Empiricus (1933) - at least on some interpretations - held that inquiry ends in suspension as agents realize that further
inquiry is pointless (Mates 1996; related views are defended in the more contemporary literature by Archer 2019, Wagner 2021).

1.5 Skepticism and inquiry

Many figures have been concerned with the possibility of inquiring one’s way out of skepticism (Loeb 1998). Descartes (1641) aimed in the Meditations to show
how this could be done by building on a foundation of clear and distinct perceptions. Hume’s Treatise of human nature (1739-40) argued that skeptical doubts
could not be permanently dispelled, though they could be pushed aside in much of the conduct of life. Pyrrhonian skeptics held that skeptical doubts could not be
dispelled and sought to achieve the tranquility that comes from recognizing the futility of further inquiry (Empiricus 1933). Attempts to reason directly away
from skepticism continue to this day (Rinard 2019), and some theorists have drawn on insights from the study of inquiry to diagnose the errors in leading
skeptical arguments (Kelp 2021).

2. The Nature of Inquiry

What is inquiry? This section explores debates about the nature of inquiry. Key issues include the object of inquiry (Section 2.1), the relationship between inquiry
and questions (Sections 2.2-2.4), what it means for inquiry to have an aim or goal (Section 2.5), and the place of inquiring attitudes in defining inquiry (Section
2.6).

Metaphysical questions concerning the nature of inquiry are directly relevant to, and in many ways inextricable from, questions regarding the normativity of
inquiry, which will be covered in Section 3.



2.1 The Object of Inquiry

Inquiry takes place over an interval of time. Paradigmatically, it has a beginning, a middle, and an end. As we will see, philosophers disagree on how best to
understand the stages of inquiry.

One popular view is that inquiry is an attempt to figure out the answer to a question. On this view, we might understand the process of inquiry as follows. Inquiry
begins by opening or asking a question. Inquirers then actively investigate the question, perhaps by collecting evidence or deliberating on it. Finally, if all goes
well, inquirers figure out the answer to the question and close inquiry (J. Friedman forthcoming).

Building on this view, questions are commonly taken to be the objects of inquiry. What we investigate or inquire into are questions. When inquirers engage in the
goal-directed activity of inquiry they are, at least in part, attempting to answer a question (Hookway 2003, Schaffer 2005, Ross 2020a, Kelp 2021, Sapir and van
Elswyk, 2021, Haziza 2023b, Guilielmo 2024, J. Friedman forthcoming).

Some theorists go further, viewing questioning not merely as a core part of the activity of inquiry, but also as central to epistemology in its entirety. Hintikka
(1999, 2007) argues that all knowledge acquisition involves a process of questioning. Hookway (2003, 2006, 2008), argues that central epistemological concepts,
such as knowledge and justification should be analyzed in terms of their role in the regulation of inquiry, where inquiry is understood as a process of trying to
“find a solution to a problem or an answer to a question” and where “questions are used to identify our cognitive goals.” Relatedly, with a focus on scientific
research, Bromberger (1992) argues that science seeks to answer questions, and that scientific explanations are best understood as providing answering why-
questions.

Beyond epistemology, some linguists and philosophers of language understand conversation as collective inquiry. For them, conversation aims to share and gain
information about the world. Building upon Stalnaker’s (1978) approach to the informational structure of discourse, Roberts (2012) argues that conversation is
organized around a set of interrelated questions, and that discourse contributions are evaluated as relevant or felicitous to the extent that they address or make
progress on those questions.

2.2 Questions

What is a question? When considering this question—which has been dubbed the "question question" (Watson 2021)—it is important to distinguish between the
content of a question (i.e., what is expressed by the utterance of a question), the speech act of asking a question, and the interrogative sentence (i.e., the locution
or the literal written words, spoken sounds, or gestures). The word ‘question’ can refer to any of these three things (Bell 1975, Groenendijk and Stokhof 1984,
Braun 2011).

2.2.1 Contents of Questions

Debates regarding the content of questions (see [cross-ref SEP: Questions]) matter for inquiry because they inform our understanding of when a question counts
as being answered or fully resolved. As we will see (Section 2.5), many philosophers argue that answering a question is a necessary condition for achieving the
aim of inquiry.

Some theorists reduce the contents of questions to the contents of certain sentences with which (they claim) interrogatives are synonymous. Interrogative
sentences like “Does Alice sing?” may be synonymous with performative sentences like “I ask you whether Alice sings” (Lewis 1970) or imperative sentences
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like “Bring it about that I know whether Alice sings” (Aqvist 1975, Hintikka 1976). While there are several candidates for the contents of these latter sentences,
Lewis and Aqvist and Hintikka treat their contents as propositions. This may have objectionable consequences, such as the implication that the contents of
questions can be true or false (Braun 2019).

Other theorists identify the content of a question with the set of its “possible” or “direct” answers: the set of those propositions which provide just enough (of the
right kind of) information to settle the question, but no more information beyond that (Hamblin 1958, 1973, Karttunen 1977, Belnap 1981). For instance, the
possible or direct answers to Is it raining? would be the propositions it is raining and it is not raining. The content of “Is it raining?” would be the set of those
two propositions.

In an attempt to move beyond the notion of possible or direct answers, partitionism (Groenendijk and Stokhof 1982, 1984, 1989, 1992) treats the contents of
questions as partitions of world space, understood as sets of mutually exclusive and jointly exhaustive sets of possible worlds. For instance, the question who
runs? is a partition of world space whose elements consist in the sets of worlds where all the same people run. In one of those sets nobody runs, in another only
Usain and Florence run, and so on.

When theorizing about the nature and norms of inquiry, many philosophers adopt partitionism as a working assumption (J. Friedman 2017, Habgood-Coote 2022,
Willard-Kyle 2023b, Hubacher Haerle 2026). However, some questions have contents that are hard to represent as partitions (Ciardelli 2017). Consider mention-
some questions such as Where can I buy an Italian newspaper? (Groenendijk and Stokhof 1984, pp. 155-156). Since these questions can be settled by non-
exclusive non-exhaustive answers (e.g., you can buy a newspaper at Cafe Toscana), their contents are hard to represent as partitions. This concern, among others,
is a core motivation for inquisitive semantics (Ciardelli, Groenendijk, and Roelofsen 2019).

Inquisitive semanticists identify the content of a question with its resolution conditions, the bodies of information that resolve the question. Resolution
conditions are modeled as downward-closed sets of sets of possible worlds.

To illustrate, consider the set of possible worlds where you can buy an Italian newspaper at Café Toscana. This set provides just enough information to resolve
the question Where can I get an Italian newspaper?. Each of its proper subsets (for instance, the set of possible worlds where you can buy an Italian newspaper at
Café Toscana while eating a bagel) provides more than enough information to resolve that question. Now, collect together all the sets of possible worlds that
provide just enough information to resolve that question, as well as all of their subsets. This collection is the downward-closed set of sets of possible worlds that
resolve the question at issue, and is the entity inquisitive semantics identifies with the content of that question. Since the elements of this kind of entity (i.e. the
elements of downward-closed sets of sets of possible worlds) need not be exclusive or exhaustive, inquisitive semantics better represents mention-some questions
than partitionism does.

Both partitionism and inquisitive semantics struggle with logical and mathematical questions like “Does 2 + 3 equal 5?” and “Is modus ponens valid?”. Since
every set of worlds provides enough information to resolve these questions, they turn out to have the same complete answers and resolution conditions and,
therefore, the same content. Partitionism and inquisitive semantics may thus make the contents of questions problematically coarse-grained.

This problem motivates some theorists to treat the contents of questions not as sets built from possible worlds, but rather as structured entities built from objects,
properties and relations (Braun 2019). Other theorists retain coarse-grained accounts of question-contents and theorize about how inquiry, including inquiry
involving logical and mathematical questions, might nonetheless rationally proceed (Rosa 2024, Hoek 2025).



2.2.2 Question-asking

If you want to figure out the answer to a question, it’s often a good idea to ask the question. This speech act of question asking is highly relevant to our practices
of inquiry.

Some theorists define question asking in terms of other speech acts, such as commanding or requesting that the addressee provide the asker knowledge or
information (Aqvist 1975, Belnap 1969b, Searle 1969, Bell 1975), or proposing to adopt shared intentions to find an answer (Habgood-Coote forthcoming) or to
coordinate publicly on the resolution of an issue (Rawlins 2024). Since these theories define questioning in terms of other speech acts, they can be deepened by
further defining those other speech acts. For example, Schiffer (1972) defines questioning in terms of requesting, and defines requesting in terms of the mental
states via which people engage in requesting. Alternatively, Bach and Harnish (1979) define questioning directly in terms of the mental states speakers express
through questioning, without appeal to other speech acts. For them, an act counts as questioning when it expresses the desire to be told the question’s answer and
the intention that the hearer tell the speaker this answer because of this desire.

A related but distinct approach theorizes questioning using normative notions such as rules and obligations. Consider rules banning asking a question when you
already know its answer, or when you don’t want to be told that answer. Some theorists argue that to be an act of questioning (or of a certain species of
questioning) just is to be governed by these kinds of rules, so that it is in some sense wrong or infelicitous to perform the act in violation of them (Searle 1969,
Whitcomb 2017). Another approach theorizes questioning in terms of obligations and permissions. On this approach, what makes an act count as questioning
includes features such as generating obligations for the asker to obtain an answer, or for the addressee to provide one (Millson and Risjord 2026).

Finally, there are “anti-theories” of questioning, according to which the different varieties of questioning are too disunified to possess a shared nature (Cappelen
2011). Levinson (1979/1992, pp. 80-98), inspired by Wittgenstein (1958: §1.24), argues that acts of questioning have no substantial unity because “the nature of
questions can vary in relation to the particular language games in which they play a role”. Related concerns about the heterogeneity of questioning have
motivated various contemporary views (see e.g., Rawlins 2024, Habgood-Coote forthcoming).

While the speech act of question asking is highly relevant to our practices of inquiry, it is important to stress two complications. First, not all instances of
question-asking are instances of inquiry. For example, we can ask rhetorical questions (Is the pope Catholic?) without inquiring, or we might ask a question
merely to be polite or to make small talk (How are you?). Similarly, a teacher might ask a student a question (if  have two apples and take away one apple, how
many apples do I have?) without inquiring into that question.

Second, the object of our inquiry may not be identical to the question we ask aloud. For example, the previously mentioned teacher may be inquiring into the
question does the student know the answer?. More generally, the question that we explicitly ask and the question that we are inquiring into often come apart.

2.2.3 Interrogative Presupposition

Another central concept is interrogative presupposition. Presuppositions are closely related to possible or direct answers, and to whether a question has a true
answer in the first place. These notions, in turn, are central to debates regarding when a question counts as a proper object of inquiry.

Broadly speaking, we can understand presuppositions as the background information which is taken for granted in questioning. For instance, Is the present King
of France bald? presupposes that there presently is a king of France, and Why did Russell quit smoking? presupposes that Russell quit smoking.



A popular analysis of interrogative presupposition comes from erotetic logic, the logic of questions and answers. In erotetic logic, a question Q presupposes the
propositions which are true if any direct answer to Q is true (Belnap and Steel 1976). For example, the question Is the present King of France bald? presupposes
that there is a present king of France because the direct answers to this question are the propositions that the present king of France is bald and that the present
king of France is not bald. 1t is only possible for one of these propositions to be true if there is indeed a present King of France.

Some questions—like Why did Russell quit smoking?— have false presuppositions, and therefore lack true direct answers. There is no reason why Russell quit
smoking, because he didn’t. Some have argued that questions with false (or otherwise faulty) presuppositions “do not arise” (Geach 1950, 84-86) or that it would
be “silly” (Tichy 1978, 278) or “foolish” (Belnap 1969b, 36) to ask such questions, with some going as far as to call them “nonsense questions” (Collingwood
1940, 26).

Questions with false presuppositions can be met with corrective answers, which reject their presuppositions. For example, you may say “there is no present king
of France” (Hiz 1962, Belnap and Steel 1976, van Fraassen 1980). However, corrective answers are not direct answers. Some theorists have argued that they are
not even answers, and that assertions of them should be thought of as mere replies that reject the question (Groenendijk and Stokhof 1984).

Interrogative presupposition has been central to several ongoing debates in the epistemology of inquiry. Some philosophers argue that one ought not inquire into
a question if it has a false presupposition—that is, if it lacks a true answer (Willard-Kyle 2023b, Willard-Kyle et al. 2026, Deigan forthcoming a, Rosa 2024 and
2025)—while others have resisted this (Falbo 2024, Hubacher Haerle 2026). We explore these proposals in Section 3.

2.3 Inquiry Beyond the Question-Answer Model

Do all inquiries involve attempting to resolve a question? There are various challenges to the view that inquiry always involves attempting to resolve a question.

First, some inquiries may aim at understanding. For example, inquiry into general phenomena such as the life of Napoleon may attempt not to resolve particular
questions about Napoleon, but rather to understand the life of Napoleon (Kelp 2018). Relatedly, some inquiries may aim at understanding through shaping
interpretive frames that structure and organize information (El Shazly forthcoming). For instance, hermeneutical inquiries are not directed towards answering a
question (Sliwa 2024). Rather, the goal of such inquiries is to find a correct or apt perspective on a situation, especially as it involves morally complex
experiences.

Second, sometimes the aim of inquiry may be partly contained in the inquiry itself. For example, in interpersonal inquiry inquirers learn more about others
through conversation. Dover (2022) argues that interpersonal inquiry is aufotelic —that is, it is valued for its own sake and its purpose is not to figure out the
answer to some specific question. Relatedly, sometimes inquiries may be guided by erotic curiosity (Dover 2023). Erotic curiosity is directed not at questions but
rather at objects, such as the beloved or Shakespeare. Inquiries driven by erotic curiosity may seek ongoing connection and engagement with the object of
inquiry—the point is for inquiry to continue on, not to end. In response to these views, Vazard (forthcoming) argues that it is not a kind of curiosity but instead
interest which drives us to attend to objects (like the beloved or Shakespeare) in the ways Dover describes.

Third, sometimes inquirers may not yet have settled on a particular question. Instead, they may be in a more inchoate state in which a question is not yet fully
grasped (Inan 2010, Henne 2023, 2026). Hurley (2024) argues that when inquirers are in this state they should attempt, not to resolve their questions, but rather to
clarify them. Relatedly, Henne (2026) distinguishes between two kinds of inquiries that don’t strictly aim at question resolution: indefinite inquiries, which do not
start with a well-defined question, but instead by inquiring one works towards refining and articulating a definite question, and framing inquiries, which seek to
delineate, revise, or expand upon a conceptual framework.
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2.4 The Possibility of Non-Deliberate Inquiry

Contemporary discussions often focus on conscious and deliberate inquiry. For example, they center cases like the self-aware detective who actively investigates
a question at the forefront of their mind (J. Friedman 2019a). Some theorists even suggest that inquiry is necessarily conscious or deliberate. For example, Bachr
(2011: 18) defines inquiry as “the active and intentional search for the truth about some question”, and Arpaly (2023: 24) emphasizes that inquiry is a voluntary
and deliberate action—that it is something you do, not something that happens to you.

By contrast, Siegel (forthcoming) distinguishes “high” inquiries which are conscious and deliberately directed from “low” inquiries, which are not. Siegel uses
mind-wandering to illustrate low inquiry. For example, while taking a shower we might have a spontaneous and unbidden burst of insight—a “shower thought”
(Irving et al. 2024). In these cases we might not have a specific question in conscious view, yet Siegel argues that our inquiry advances forward.

The possibility of low inquiry raises important questions. For instance, we might distinguish between two types of learning. In active learning, agents take
deliberate steps to learn the answer to a question, such as conducting an experiment. In passive learning, agents learn information inadvertently, for example,
through immediate perception or unsolicited testimony (Herschel 1831, Kelp 2021, J. Friedman forthcoming). Nearly all of the examples in the contemporary
literature on inquiry make it active. However, cases of low inquiry invite the possibility that inquiry may also encompass some cases of passive inquiry.

2.5 Aims of Inquiry

Many authors hold that inquiry has an aim, but there is much dispute regarding the aim of inquiry. Does inquiry have one aim, or many aims? What, specifically,
is the aim or aims of inquiry? And what does it mean to say that inquiry has an aim?

2.5.1 Candidate Aims

Monists hold that inquiry has a single epistemic aim. Candidates for this aim include truth; significant or important truth (Haack 1993, Kitcher 2001, Lynch
2004); knowledge (Sartwell 1991, 1992; Kappel 2010; Whitcomb 2010, 2017; Rysiew 2012; Kelp 2014, 2020, 2021; Sapir and van Elswyk 2021; Haziza 2023a;
Carter and Hawthorne 2024); knowing that you know (Millar 2011); occurent knowledge (Flamini forthcoming); understanding (Elgin 2017); justified belief
(Davidson 2005); and maximizing the epistemic value of your credences (Beddor 2024).

A popular monist view is that inquiry aims at knowledge. Some theorists challenge this view by arguing that it can be rational to inquire into a question despite
already knowing its answer. For example, imagine someone who has the name of a song on the tip of their tongue—they know the name of the song—but they
just can’t bring it to mind at the moment. This person might reasonably inquire, by deliberating or seeking out further evidence, despite already knowing the
answer (Archer 2018, Smith forthcoming). Another challenge to the knowledge aim of inquiry comes from cases of double-checking (Millson 2021, Falbo 2021,
2023; Woodard 2024, Palmira 2024). For example, consider a surgeon who already knows that their patient's left kidney needs to be removed but nonetheless
seeks confirmation of their answer, in order to gain additional forms of epistemic improvement such as a higher degree of rational confidence or certainty (Brown
2008, 2025; Falbo 2023a).

A more pluralistic strategy accepts that inquiry has a unique aim while taking this aim to come in multiple forms. For example, we might take inquiry to aim at
epistemic improvement and take epistemic improvement to encompass multiple outcomes including true belief, knowledge, certainty, and understanding (Archer
2021, 2024; Falbo 2021, 2023, 2024; Willard-Kyle 2023a; Logins 2024; Woodard 2024; Palmira 2024; Matheson and DiPaolo 2026). Epistemic improvements
may even include non-propositional outcomes, such as phenomenally grasping what it is like to see red (McSweeney 2023, forthcoming), adopting a gestalt,
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framing or apt “perspective” on a situation (Sliwa 2024), cultivating a “sense-making frame” to organize information (El Shazly forthcoming), identifying false
beliefs (Falbo 2024), or clarifying questions (Hurley 2024). Notably, on this understanding, the aim of inquiry need not, and should not, be understood solely in
terms of coming to gain the answer to a question.

2.5.2 What does it mean to say that inquiry has an aim?

One interpretation of what it means for inquiry to have an aim is that inquiry has a constitutive aim. On this view, the aim at issue is in some sense part of
inquiry’s nature and thereby definitive of it (Smith 2020). Constitutivism is often motivated through an analogy to games. Just as chess aims at checking-mating
one’s opponent, so too, on this view, inquiry aims at answering a question or gaining knowledge of the answer (Kelp 2020, 2021, Palmira 2024, de Prado 2024).
In both cases (chess and inquiry), the aim at issue defines the phenomenon, at least in part. One development of this view, inspired by Strawson (1992), attempts
to explain and understand knowledge and belief in terms of their role in inquiry, for example, by understanding knowledge in terms of its being a “move in
inquiry”, namely the move of properly closing inquiry (Kelp 2020, 2021).

On a different interpretation, to speak of the aim of inquiry is to say that inquirers have aims which guide them in their inquiries. These kinds of aims would be
psychological states consisting, for instance, in desires on the part of the inquirer that they learn or know or understand the answer to a question, or that others
(such as their research community) obtain these outcomes (Beddor and Dellsén 2025).

For those who theorize about inquiry in terms of these kinds of aims - and for many other theorists of inquiry - an additional question looms large: what is it to
know the answer to a question, or even just to answer a question? Answering, and knowing-the-answer, plausibly require not only accepting some proposition
that is in fact an answer to the question at issue, but also (among other things) recognizing that answer as such, and believing it because of that recognition.
These latter phenomena call for further theorizing (Schaffer 2007, Peacocke forthcoming).

2.5.3 Achieving the Aim of Inquiry

When do inquiries (or inquirers) achieve their aims? Some inquiries may fail because inquirers give up on them or are prevented from inquiring further. In other
cases, the aim of inquiry may be achieved, but not through inquiry. For example, you may be investigating whether there are snacks in the kitchen and be told by
your roommate, just as you get up to check, that they ate all the snacks. In this case, you resolve your focal question by learning whether there are any snacks in
the kitchen, but you do not resolve the question through inquiry.

Other ways of achieving the aim of inquiry may likewise raise challenges. Consider a biologist studying a microecosystem (Carr 2025). She wants to know how
the microecosystem will change over time. One way to do this would be to observe the microecosystem. Another would be to burn it all down. Burning down the
ecosystem would produce highly accurate beliefs about the future evolution of the ecosystem. Nonetheless, burning down the ecosystem seems a problematic
way of fulfilling your goals as an inquirer. One lesson we might draw from this is that inquiry aims at discovering rather than creating truths (Carr 2025).

More generally, we might propose that inquiry has a mind-to-world direction of fit (Carr 2025, 183). These kinds of cases cast doubt on the idea that the aim of
inquiry is achieved by coming to have (to know, to believe, to improve your epistemic position on, etc) a true answer to your question. Indeed, we might question
whether acts of “creating truths”, such as lighting the microecosystem on fire, are even instances of inquiry at all. Zhang (forthcoming) argues that the activity of
answering a question counts as an act of inquiry only if the inquirer attempts to come to know the answer without intentionally causing the answer to be true.
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It is commonly taken for granted that the aim of inquiry is achieved when an individual inquirer obtains some epistemic state—for example, when the inquirer
comes to know the answer to their question. Using a range of examples from the sociology of science, Beddor and Dellsén (2025) expand upon this idea, and
argue that in an important range of cases, the aim of inquiry is only achieved when individuals other than, or beyond, the specific inquirer come to have relevant
knowledge or epistemic states regarding the result of inquiry. This more inclusive interpretation of what is required to achieve the aim of inquiry may require
that, for example, the scientific community more generally, or in the long run, comes to have public access to the results of a longitudinal study.

Some theorists doubt that inquiry has an aim. For instance, J. Friedman (2024) argues that no aim of inquiry can be grounded in the psychological states of
inquirers (since those states are too heterogeneous), nor can there be a single constitutive aim “baked in” to the act of inquiry itself. In this way, she argues that
inquiry is unlike chess or other games with highly conventionalized rules, which come to have their aims artificially via game designers. Inquiry is a much more
natural social practice. On Friedman’s preferred view, we should adopt a form of guietism about the aim of inquiry, which requires that we theorize about the
norms of inquiry directly, without having to proceed via some single unified or teleological aim.

2.6 Attitudes in Inquiry

Many theorists hold that a person counts as inquiring only if they possess certain kinds of mental states such as doubt (Peirce 1877), intentions to answer
questions (D. Friedman 2025), or indeed aims—understood as psychological states such as desires—to resolve or improve their epistemic position on some
question (Falbo 2023a). For example, J. Friedman (2017, 2019a) argues that a person counts as inquiring just in case they possess an interrogative attitude like
curiosity or wonder, and that suspension of judgement is the most general of these attitudes (in the sense that it, uniquely, is an attitude you hold if you hold any
interrogative attitude). On this view, an agent is inquiring into a question if and only if she suspends judgment on that question (for discussion see Archer 2018,
Woodard 2021, Archer 2024, Falbo 2021, 2023, D. Friedman 2025, and Gaultier forthcoming).

Many interrogative attitudes have been the subject of detailed study in their own right. Consider curiosity. Psychologists and neuroscientists often view curiosity
as a desire to obtain epistemic outcomes such as knowledge or belief (for discussion see Carruthers forthcoming), as do many philosophers (Goldman 1999,
Williamson 2000, Nagel 2024). On a natural interpretation of these views, being curious about what time it is amounts to having a desire the content of which is
the proposition that they know, or perhaps believe, the answer to the question of what time it is. On this approach, curiosity is a meta-cognitive desire—it is a
desire for knowledge or learning or some other form of epistemic gain.

One problem with these views is that they make it difficult to explain how beings who lack the concepts of belief or knowledge (e.g. certain nonhuman animals
and perhaps young human children) can have interrogative attitudes, like curiosity. Relatedly, Carruthers (2018) discusses cases of curiosity among creatures
who lack meta-cognitive capacities, including invertebrates like bees who exhibit curiosity, or at least curiosity-like exploratory behaviours. In light of these
concerns, some theorists have denied that the content of curiosity involves concepts like “knows” or “believes” and held that the content of curiosity is not a
proposition (which includes these concepts) but instead a question.

According to question-directed views, when you are curious about what time it is, the informational content of your mental state is the question of what time it is
(Whitcomb 2010, J. Friedman 2013, Ciardelli and Roelofsen 2015, Carruthers 2018, Mulligan 2018, Teague forthcoming, Smith forthcoming). While the nature
of question-contents is controversial (see Section 2.2.1), they differ from propositions at least in that they cannot be true or false: while propositions have truth
values, question-contents have answers. Whatever these entities are, though, it is controversial to claim that curiosity, or inquiring attitudes more generally,
always have them as their contents (Dover 2023, Falbo 2021, 2023, Haziza 2024, Carruthers forthcoming).
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Focusing on wonder rather than curiosity, Deigan (forthcoming) argues that wonder is a kind of desire for knowledge, and Teague (forthcoming) argues that
wonder at least requires having certain desires. Carruthers (2018) argues that curiosity is merely desire-/ike, and Morton (2009) construes it as an emotion. In
contrast, Drucker (2022) argues that wondering is not a desire or any other attitude, but instead is an activity or process. That is, it is something we do as opposed
to a state we have. A related position is defended by Zurn and Bassett (2022) who argue that curiosity is not a state or desire, but a dynamic process which
involves connection, and moving through networks of interrelated ideas. In any case, curiosity is widely taken to be ubiquitous in the natural world, both among
humans and non-humans (Carruthers 2018, Nagel 2024).

A related literature describes belief-like attitudes which are taken to have various important roles in inquiry. These include, for example: inclination (Barnett
2019, 2024), endorsement (Fleisher 2018), hypothesis (Palmira 2023), speculation (Goldberg 2013), and transitional attitudes (Staffel 2018, 2023, 2025). One
important application of these attitudes is to inquiries into cutting edge and controversial topics in fields like science or philosophy. For example, Barnett 2019,
argues that a belief-like attitude of inclination, an attitude which is insulated from higher-order evidence from disagreement, can promote the sincere defense of
one’s philosophical views, especially in cases of deep controversy where outright belief seems irrational (though see Jackson forthcoming for an opposing view).
Similarly, Staffel (forthcoming, 2025) argues that the rational stance towards our philosophical views is a transitional attitude, a type of preliminary attitude
adopted during ongoing deliberation. Adopting a weaker belief-like stance towards one’s preferred position or theory has also been taken to support beneficial
forms of cognitive diversity among practitioners within a research domain (Kitcher 1993, Fleisher 2018, Barnett 2019).

3. The Normativity of Inquiry

This section surveys normative topics involving inquiry, including the relationship between inquiry and epistemic normativity (Section 3.1); general frameworks
designed to theorize about the normativity of inquiry (Section 3.2); and specific normative principles about individual inquiry and interrogative attitudes,
evidence, and groups (Section 3.3).

3.1. Metaepistemology

The zetetic return raises at least two questions about what it means to study inquiry. The first concerns the type of norms governing inquiry. Many have argued
that some norms of inquiry should be regarded as epistemic (J. Friedman 2020, Kelp 2021, Flores and Woodard 2023), instrumentalist (Steglich-Petersen 2024,
Rosa 2024) or consequentialist (Thorstad 2024) norms. Pluralists (Flores and Woodard 2023) argue that norms of inquiry may come in several types, rendering
many of the above proposals potentially compatible.

A second question concerns the relationship between norms of inquiry and traditional epistemic norms. Plausible norms of inquiry seem to forbid the formation
of beliefs licensed by traditional epistemic norms, such as evidentially supported beliefs that would distract attention from ongoing inquiries. For example, if you
are trying to figure out how many windows the Chrysler Building has, then, at some point or other, you must focus your attention on counting the windows and
ignore evidence that is irrelevant to your inquiry (J. Friedman 2020)—even if, were you to get distracted and come to have beliefs based upon your inquiry-
irrelevant evidence (e.g., the belief that the person who just walked by has blue hair), your beliefs would be justified according to standard evidentialist norms
(Feldman 2000, Conee and Feldman 2004). Plausible norms of inquiry likewise seem to permit the formation of beliefs forbidden by traditional epistemic norms,
for example because they examine some but not all of the relevant evidence held in memory, thereby running a small risk of forming evidentially unsupported
beliefs (Thorstad forthcoming). This raises the question of whether there is a genuine tension between norms of inquiry and traditional epistemic norms. Some
theorists argue that there is no tension here (Falbo 2023b; Kahn forthcoming; Dutant et al. forthcoming). Others accept that there is some kind of tension and
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react by revising epistemic norms (J. Friedman 2020, Haziza 2023d), revising norms of inquiry (Dominguez 2023), or aiming to accommodate the tension
without normative revision (Thorstad 2021).

Some theorists propose to deliver a unified answer to both questions by denying that norms of inquiry are epistemic norms (Falbo 2023b, D. Friedman 2025,
Kauppinen forthcoming). On this approach, tension between epistemic norms governing belief and non-epistemic norms governing inquiry is no more surprising
or under-theorized than any other tension between epistemic and non-epistemic norms. Others aim to deliver a unified answer to both questions by taking
epistemic and non-epistemic norms to form a unified class of norms, such as instrumental norms (Steglich-Petersen 2024) or the norms internal to social
practices (Fleisher 2025), and denying that this class exhibits internal tension.

3.2 Theoretical Frameworks

Several theoretical traditions speak directly to the norms governing inquiry. This section surveys two such traditions: (i) virtue epistemology, which studies
intellectual virtues and vices related to the success of inquiry and (ii) regulative epistemology, which aims to provide actionable guidance for inquirers. It also
outlines a Kantian-inspired framework for evaluating inquiry, and a general model for theorizing about the norms of inquiry as they apply to various stages of

inquiry.

Most work in the virtue epistemology of inquiry comes from the responsibilist tradition. Responsibilist virtue epistemologists identify epistemic virtues with
character traits such as inquisitiveness, attentiveness, and open-mindedness. Theories of virtuous character traits include detailed proposals for how virtuous
agents initiate, conclude, and pursue their inquiries. Virtues such as curiosity (Ross 2020b), inquisitiveness (Baehr 2011, Watson 2015) and intellectual
perseverance (Battaly 2017, King 2014) have been linked to the proper initiation of inquiry. Intellectual perseverance has also been linked to the proper
conclusion of inquiry (Battaly 2017, King 2014). Virtue epistemologists discuss virtuous pursuit of component activities of inquiry including selecting questions
(Battaly 2018), identifying subquestions (Hookway 2003), gathering evidence (Baehr 2009), attributing trustworthiness to our interlocutors (Fricker 2007), and
following arguments where they lead (Kelly 2011). Especially central in these discussions (for the purposes of theorists of inquiry) is the work of Hookway
(2003, 2006, 2008), which argues at length that inquiry should be the focal point of epistemological theorizing and that it should be approached from a virtue-
theoretic point of view.

An alternative virtue reliabilist tradition identifies epistemic virtues with reliable faculties such as vision or memory. In this tradition, Sosa (2007, 2009, 2021)
influentially understands epistemic normativity as a kind of performance normativity. We can evaluate an archer’s performance for accuracy (hitting the target),
adroitness (deploying the archer’s competence or skill), and aptness (hitting the target because of the archer’s skill). For Sosa, we can likewise view beliefs as
performances to be assessed for accuracy (when true), adroitness (when deploying reliable faculties) and aptness (when true because of the deployment of
reliable faculties). Sosa analyzes knowledge as apt belief, and also argues that there is a second branch of epistemology in addition to the theory of knowledge:
intellectual ethics. Intellectual ethics involves “evaluation and norms pertinent to intellectual matters generally” (Sosa 2007: 89), including many matters
involved with inquiry (such as the matter of whether one’s beliefs are trivial or significant). Several theorists have drawn upon this broad framework to evaluate
zetetic conduct (Carter and Willard-Kyle 2025, Fleisher 2025, Navarro and Pino 2024).

A further framework (often overlapping with virtue epistemology) is regulative epistemology (Goldman 1978, Bishop and Trout 2005, Roberts and Wood 2007,
Ballantyne 2019). Regulative epistemology aims to guide intellectual practices, including practices of inquiry, by providing actionable advice for inquirers,
especially in light of their cognitive biases or other limitations. This guidance differs from analysis (the attempt to delineate the nature of some phenomenon such
as knowledge (see entry: Analysis of Knowledge)) and from evaluation (the attempt to adjudicate whether some phenomenon possesses some evaluative feature
such as rationality).



https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/knowledge-analysis/

14

Unlike analysis and evaluation, guidance is in the business of telling us what to do in an implementable, followable way (Steinberger 2019). Guidance thus aims
to provide useful tools and methods for inquirers. These tools and methods include algorithms (Bishop and Trout 2005), case studies of virtuous exemplars
(Roberts and Wood 2007), mental “pictures” — images and metaphors — to integrate into our thinking (Ballantyne 2019), and snappy sayings to internalize — such
as the saying “causal arguments have holes if they don’t have controls” (Bishop et al. forthcoming).

An alternative Kantian-inspired framework comes from Rescher (1981, 2000), who models inquiry using erotetic logic (other relevant work in erotetic logic
includes Ciardelli and Roelofsen 2015 and Wisniewski 2021). In Rescher’s framework, questions are modeled as sets of direct answers. We should ask questions
whose presuppositions are secured (that is, entailed) by our knowledge. These questions should probe, among other things, the issue of what explains the truth of
the things we know. After answering our questions, we should repeat the cycle, rebuilding our question-sets to include new questions whose presuppositions are
secured by newly acquired knowledge and exclude old questions whose presuppositions are no longer secured. Proper inquiry is then a repeated process of
learning (among other things) the explanations of the things we know.

Another theoretical framework is on offer from J. Friedman (forthcoming), who gives us a simplified model of inquiry as a line divided into intervals separated
by points:

1 2 3 4
® ® ®
A B C

W

The line as a whole represents the process of inquiry. The points represent: (A) putting the question on your research agenda by, for example, wondering about or
becoming curious about the question; (B) beginning to actively investigate that question by, for example, collective evidence or engaging in deliberation; and (C)
closing or settling the question by, for example, coming to know or believe its answer. Before, after, and in between these points there are intervals of time.
These include: (1) the time when a question is not yet on one’s research agenda, (2) the time when a question is on one’s research agenda but one has not yet
begun to actively investigate it, (3) the time when one is actively investigating a question, and (4) the time when the question is settled or closed.

For each of the line’s points and intervals, we can ask normative questions about it. For example, we can ask (about interval 1) whether it is ever a mistake to not
(yet) have a question on your research agenda. We can also ask when you should move between stages. For example, we can ask when you should stop actively
investigating a question by settling your inquiry (moving from B to C).

Of course, inquiry need not proceed in a unidirectional or uninterrupted way. The line model accommodates that fact. For example, you might re-open a closed
inquiry (reverting from C to B). Alternatively, you might abandon an inquiry during interval 3, never making it to C. The line model provides a theoretical
scaffolding for asking normative questions about these kinds of activities.
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3.3 Particular Principles

Many theorists argue for particular principles or norms involving inquiry. Sometimes these principles apply to inquiry per se; other times they apply to closely
related phenomena like interrogative attitudes or question-asking. These principles differ along several dimensions. Below we survey some of these differences.

3.3.1 Normative principles for interrogative attitudes and inquiry.

One dimension of variation concerns the farget of norms: do they govern inquiry, interrogative attitudes (IAs), or the speech act of question-asking? To illustrate,
consider three ways to formulate an ignorance norm:

Ignorance Norm for Inquiry: For all agents S, times t and questions Q, it is irrational for S to: inquire into Q at t while knowing the answer to
Qat t. (J. Friedman 2017)

Ignorance Norm for IAs: For all agents S, times t and questions Q, it is irrational for S to: have an interrogative attitude towards Q at ¢ while
knowing the answer to Q at t. (Whitcomb 2010, J. Friedman 2017, Millson 2020, Sapir and van Elswyk 2021, Willard-Kyle 2023, Meylan
2025)

Ignorance Norm for Asking: For all agents S, and times t and question Q, S should not ask Q at t while knowing the answer to Q at t. (Searle
1969, Hawthorne 2004, Fitzpatrick 2005, Whitcomb 2017)

The first norm prohibits agents from inquiring into questions whose answers they know, whereas the second prohibits interrogative attitudes such as
curiosity, and the third forbids the asking of questions whose answers one already knows. Notably, the first two norms are equivalent if, as J. Friedman
(2017) argues, inquiring is necessarily coextensive with having an interrogative attitude:

Inquiry-IA Link: For all agents S, times t, and questions Q, S is inquiring into Q at t iff S holds an interrogative attitude towards Q at t.

By contrast, those who deny Inquiry-IA Link (Deigan forthcoming b, Falbo 2021, 2023a, D. Friedman 2025) more sharply distinguish norms governing
inquiry from norms governing interrogative attitudes.

Meanwhile, Ignorance Norm for Asking applies only to the speech act of asking - and more specifically, at least in the work of the authors who have
developed its details thus far - only to certain kinds of asking. Other normative principles involving asking have been explored as well. For example, it
has been argued that we should ask someone a question only if we have reason to believe that they know its answer (Sorensen 1981), or only if they do
know its answer (Schaffer 2006, Haziza 2023c). Theorists have also explored interrogative analogues of Gricean conversational maxims (see [cross-ref
SEP: Pragmatics]): analogues of those maxims which govern, not assertions, but askings (Braun 2011).

A second dimension concerns the epistemic modality in which norms are formulated. Norms can be formulated using modalities such as belief (J.
Friedman 2019a, Fraser 2026), knowledge (Rescher 2000, Sapir and van Elswyk 2021), understanding (El Shazly forthcoming), epistemic improvement
(Archer 2021, Falbo 2023a, 2024), and being sure (Goodman and Holguin 2023). For example:
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Ignorance Norm for Inquiry: For all agents S, times t and questions Q, it is irrational for S to: inquire into Q at t while knowing the answer to

Qatt.

Don’t Believe and Inquire: For all agents S, times t and questions Q, it is irrational for S to: inquire into Q at t while believing an answer to Q
att.

Epistemic Improvement: For all agents S, and times t, and questions Q, it is impermissible for S to: inquire into Q at t while it is rational for
S to be sure at t that they won’t, by inquiring, improve epistemically upon Q. (Falbo 2024)

For some theorists, the relevant epistemic modality is tied to views about the aim of inquiry or the conditions under which inquiry involves incoherence
or structural irrationality.

A third dimension concerns the question-related object that these norms involve. For example, some norms involve answers to questions (Rescher 2000,
Fitzpatrick 2005, Hawthorne 2004, Whitcomb 2010, J. Friedman 2017, Sapir and van Elswyk 2021, Hubacher Haerle 2023, Sorensen 2024, Deigan
2025, Willard-Kyle et al. 2026), whereas others involve presuppositions of questions (van Fraassen 1980, Rescher 2000, Borge 2013, Braun 2011, J.
Friedman 2017, Rosa 2024, Rosa 2025, Carter and Willard-Kyle 2025, Willard-Kyle et al. 2026):

Ignorance Norm for Inquiry: For all agents S, times t and questions Q, it is irrational for S to: inquire into Q at t while knowing the answer to

Qatt.

Knowledge Norm for Inquiry: For all agents S, times t and questions Q, it is irrational for S to: inquire into Q at t while failing to know one
or more of Q’s presuppositions. (Willard-Kyle 2023b)

Norms like Knowledge Norm for Inquiry harken back to familiar discussions from 20th century philosophy, where it was often asserted that certain questions
“do not arise” because they have faulty presuppositions (Collingwood 1940: 26, Strawson 1950: 330, 343-344; 1952: 18, 1734, Geach 1950, Austin 1962: 50—
51, 136137, Belnap 1969a, Bromberger 1971, Sellars 1981/2007: 285, Wisniewski 1991).

A fourth dimension concerns the normative modality in which norms are expressed. For example:

Rational Ignorance Norm for Inquiry: For all agents S, times t and questions Q, it is irrational for S to: inquire into Q at t while knowing the
answer to Q at t.

Deontic Ignorance Norm for Inquiry: For all agents S, times t and questions Q, S should not: inquire into Q at t while knowing the answer to
Q at t. (Fantl and McGrath 2009)

Similarly, many of these modalities could be changed from requirements to permissions (Goldstein 2026), or to the status of being “in a position to” do
something such as close one’s inquiry (Schaffer 2006: 95), or — less committally — to the status of being “defective or suboptimal or inappropriate” (J.
Friedman 2019a: 303).



A fifth dimension concerns positive and negative norms. Negative norms forbid agents from doing something, such as inquiring, whereas positive norms
require agents to do something. While many proposed norms of inquiry are negative, some are positive. For example:

Disjunction Distribution Norm (Narrow Scope): For all agents S, times t, and propositions P and R: If att S is wondering about the
question of whether P or R, then at t S should also be wondering about whether P, or wondering about whether R, or wondering about both. (J.
Friedman forthcoming).

This norm requires agents to wonder about at least one disjunct of any disjunctive question they wonder about.

The distinction between positive and negative norms often overlaps a sixth dimension of variation: the scope of norms (see entry: Structural
Rationality). Narrow scope norms feature deontic operators that take narrower scope than some other operators, as in the stylized requirement: if A,
ought(not B). Wide scope norms give deontic operators wider scope, as in the stylized requirement: ought(if A, not B).

We can often study wide scope counterparts to narrow scope norms, such as:

Disjunction Distribution Norm (Wide Scope): For all agents S, times t, and propositions P and R: it should be that [If at t S is wondering
about the question of whether P or R, then at t S is wondering about whether P, or wondering about whether R, or wondering about both].

One reason why many theorists prefer wide scope norms is that they avoid detachment of unconditional obligations (Broome 1999). For example,
suppose you are (but should not be) wondering about the disjunctive question of whether kicking puppies is fun or kicking kittens is fun. It follows from
Disjunction Distribution Norm (Narrow Scope) that you should be wondering about at least one of the question’s disjuncts: you should be wondering
about whether kicking puppies is fun, or wondering about whether kicking kittens is fun, or wondering about both. This unhappy result is avoided by
Disjunction Distribution Norm (Wide Scope), which tells us only that those who are wondering about a disjunctive question should either be
wondering about at least one of its disjuncts or not be wondering about the overall question in the first place. While Disjunction Distribution Norm
(Wide Scope) has not been discussed in the literature on inquiry, other wide-scope positive norms have been (Whitcomb and Millson 2024).

Beyond these dimensions of variation, some authors apply general principles of rationality such as instrumentalism (Steglich-Petersen 2024) and
consequentialism (Thorstad 2024) to the special case of inquiry. For example:

Zetetic Instrumental Principle: If one wants to figure out the answer to Q, then one ought to take the necessary means to figuring out the answer. (J.

Friedman 2020)
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General Instrumental Transmission: If there is reason for one to pursue A, and there is positive probability conditional on one’s ¢-ing, that one’s ¢-

ing helps bring about A, then that is a reason for one to @, the strength of which depends on the reason for one to pursue A and the probability.
(Steglich-Petersen 2024).

As mentioned above, many such norms back up against important debates involving the distinction between wide- and narrow-scope norms. They also back up

against related debates about the proper formulation of transmission principles (Steglich-Petersen 2024, de Prado 2024) and the relationship between
consequentialism and instrumentalism (Kelly 2003, Berker 2013, Falbo 2023b, Thorstad 2024).
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Another tradition bars inquiry into trivialities (Harman 1986; Baril 2010; Grimm 2011; Treanor 2014; J. Friedman 2018; Whitcomb 2018) or suggests more
generally that the objects of our inquiries should be good questions (Kitcher 2001; Bishop and Trout 2005; Roberts and Wood 2007; Watson 2018; Ballantyne
2019; Collins 2000; Rescher 2000; Fleisher 2022; Simion 2024b; Thorstad 2024; Munton 2025; Baehr 2025; J. Friedman forthcoming). For example:

Clutter avoidance: One should not clutter one's mind with trivialities (Harman 1986).

This principle joins the others in a rich, diverse array of particular norms of inquiry discussed by contemporary theorists.
3.3.2. Normative principles connecting inquiry and evidence

Many normative discussions relate inquiry to evidence. Failures to properly collect or retain evidence are routinely condemned by virtue epistemologists (Greco
2005, Baehr 2009, Miracchi 2019, Battaly 2020, Sosa 2021), formal epistemologists (Good 1966, Oddie 1997), and applied epistemologists (Goldman 1999,
Lackey 2020). More generally, some theorists propose epistemic norms on evidence gathering (Hall and Johnson 1998, Flores and Woodard 2023, J. Friedman
forthcoming) or use the notion of inquiry as a tool to theorize about properly acquiring and responding to evidence (Hughes 2021).

For example, consider the following recent views on the relationship between inquiry and evidence.

If you are trying to make up your mind about whether p, and there is a unique sound path of reasoning from your evidence to p, then you have an
epistemic duty to reason via that path. (McGrath forthcoming)

We ought to collect information relevant to a given question whenever we want to settle it and don’t yet possess information which does as much. (Rosa
2024)

Relatedly, when analyzing the concept of obliviousness, and specifically, cases where an inquirer completely misses something that should have been obvious to
them, Martin (2025) defends the following:

S should take the rational route to p that is immediately available to S at # when knowledge of p is directly relevant to pursuing an aim that S is or should
be actively pursuing at 7. (Martin 2025)

These claims are examples of what Simion (2024a) calls “principles of responsibility in inquiry”, whose implications for inquiry and justified belief have been
explored at length (Kelp 2023, Simion 2024b, Kelp et al. 2025).

There are also views which concern the relationship between one’s evidence and whether one ought to inquire further or open inquiry into some question.
You ought not to inquire into p if the available evidence is such that you ought to have reached a firm conclusion about p. (Hubacher Haerle 2023)

This principle addresses the puzzling phenomenon of double (or triple-, or quadruple-, etc.) checking the facts, continuing to inquire about them after we should
perhaps have stopped. Several theorists of inquiry have focused their gaze on this phenomenon, offering a range of accounts of its nature and normativity
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(Whitcomb 2010, J. Friedman 2019b, Vazard 2022, Falbo 2023a, Haziza 2023a, Carter and Hawthorne 2024, Woodard 2024, Gaszczyk 2026, Soles
forthcoming).

Related to the phenomenon of re-checking is Kripke’s dogmatism paradox: roughly, the puzzle of why we should ever consider evidence against things we know,
given that all such evidence will be misleading (Kripke 2011). Several theorists have attempted to solve versions of this puzzle by appealing to views about
inquiry (Beddor 2019, Kelp 2022, Carter and Hawthorne 2024, Peters et al. 2025, Fraser 2026, Veber forthcoming).

Inquiry has also made an appearance in the recent literature on higher-order evidence, namely, evidence which speaks to the quality of our rational assessment of
our first-order evidence. Some have argued that higher-order evidence from peer disagreement generates an obligation to open inquiry into the question under
dispute (Palmira 2024, 2025), or that it “unmoors the previously settled conclusion of one’s reasoning and throws the agent back into a transitional stage of their
deliberation” (Staffel 2023, p. 255-256), or that higher-order evidence from peer disagreement provides one with a practical reason to inquire (Yarandi 2023).

Some philosophers have resisted the idea that rationally responding to higher-order evidence requires inquiry, arguing that these accounts are bound to be
incomplete. One worry flows from the concern that these proposals fail to capture cases where one’s higher-order evidence compromises their ability to
rationally inquire further into the matter (e.g., learning that one is at risk of hypoxia or that one’s coffee was spiked with a reason-distorting drug). Furthermore, it
has been argued that inquiry-centered accounts of higher-order evidence cannot make sense of cases where one does not care or need to have a settled view on
the question under dispute. In these cases, the agent does not seem to be under any obligation to inquire, yet they may still rationally respond to their higher-order
evidence by suspending judgment or lowering their confidence in the disputed proposition (de Prado 2025, Falbo 2025).

3.3.3 Normative principles for group inquiry

Some principles apply to group inquiry rather than individual inquiry. Some of those principles apply to all groups of inquirers, whether they are inquiring
jointly as a group or instead separately as individuals.

For instance, consider the “priority rule” in which the lion’s share of credit, prestige, and rewards go to a phenomenon’s first discoverer (Merton 1957, Strevens
2003). Advocates argue that the priority rule can be appropriate even when it induces “sullied” motives on the part of researchers, such as the pursuit of credit
(Kitcher 1993, Goldman 1999), an approach that stands in interesting tension with virtue-theorists’ emphasis on the relationship between epistemic virtue and
unsullied motives (Baehr 2011, Roberts and Wood 2007). Others stress that the emphasis on novelty can have harmful consequences for individuals and
communities, especially in the presence of prejudiced novelty-judgements favoring the privileged (Davis 2023).

Beyond the priority rule, others have argued that epistemic communities function well when they include dissenters from orthodoxy (Kitcher 1993, Weisberg and
Muldoon 2009), or when they restrict information flows to reduce the risk of spurious convergence on false beliefs (Zollman 2007).

Other principles apply only to groups inquiring jointly. For example, D. Friedman (forthcoming a) argues that to properly form beliefs settling the joint inquiries
of groups of which we are members, it must be reasonable for us to anticipate that no other group members possess evidence that should make us change our
minds. Similarly, Matheson and DiPaolo (2026) argue that we should sometimes sacrifice our own individual epistemic improvement for the improvement of the
groups to which we belong, and more generally that how we should engage in inquiry depends on what sorts of epistemic improvements we seek (knowledge,
understanding, etc) and for whom (ourselves, other individuals, or groups). Analyzing group inquiry more generally, Habgood-Coote (2022) argues that it can
involve organized and collaborative divisions of epistemic labor whereby a group’s main question is broken down into subquestions, and that successful group
inquiry results in collective knowledge of the answer to the group’s question.
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3.4. Ethical, Social, and Political Approaches to Inquiry

Discussions of epistemic injustice have largely focused on how one can be wronged in their capacity as a knower. Recently, various authors have expanded on
this approach to discuss how one can be wronged as an epistemic agent, where being an epistemic agent involves the capacity to be a source of epistemic goods
such as knowledge, and to meaningfully participate in epistemic communities, including practices of inquiry (Hookway 2010, Dotson 2012, Medina 2012, Kidd
et al. 2017, Goetze 2021, Johnson 2022, McWilliams 2025, Whitcomb 2025, D. Friedman 2025).

When evaluating epistemic agents, we might distinguish between two perspectives: the informational perspective, which concerns whether the subject is a
reliable or trustworthy informant, and the participant perspective, which concerns whether the subject is a trustworthy or competent inquirer (Hookway 2010).

Arguably, epistemic injustice can occur when prejudice causes someone to be viewed as a non-participant, namely, as someone who is incapable of meaningfully
contributing to inquiry (Hookway 2010). For example, agents’ questions may be unjustly rejected or resisted (Whitcomb 2025), or agents may lack standing to
meaningfully shape the flow of discourse (Keiser 2021, Mallory 2025).

Beyond epistemic injustice, some authors study zefetic rights, which consider the obligations or duties we owe to others while inquiring with them (D. Friedman
2025) as well as obligations to engage in inquiry (to “do one’s homework™) when others’ interests are at stake (Atkins 2025). Additionally, various philosophers
have drawn attention to how inquiries into the lives of marginalized populations need to be sensitive to the harms that those inquiries may impose on already
disadvantaged and vulnerable groups (Berenstain 2016, Bettcher 2019, Yap 2021, Johnson 2022, Basu 2023).

A relatively new and related area of scholarship concerns neurodivergent inquirers, including inquirers with autism, ADHD, and OCD (Vazard 2022, Hubacher
Haerle 2023, Flores 2023, Field and Sylvan 2025, Varga and Steglich-Petersen 2025, 2026). This work has highlighted how neurodivergent cognition (including
some patterns of neurodivergent attention as well as some forms of neurodivergent inquiry) may offer distinct benefits to individuals and groups, and may
illustrate gaps in contemporary normative theorizing about inquiry, which has commonly centered on neurotypical inquirers (for a survey see Field and Sylvan
2025).

More generally, theorists have emphasized how curiosity, as well as the broader perspectives we take in our inquiries—such as the topics and questions we take
to be relevant and worthy of pursuit—can be significantly shaped by social and political forces (Sliwa 2024, Vazard forthcoming, Watson 2023, Yumusak 2024,
Zurn 2021). Related themes have been widely discussed in the philosophy of science, especially in work that criticizes the “value-free” ideal, the idea that
scientific inquiry should aim wholly at ends that are (traditionally classified as being) purely epistemic such as truth (Anderson 1995, Douglas 2009, Kitcher
2001, Longino 1990, [cross-ref SEP: Scientific Objectivity]). Many theorists have argued that it is impossible to conduct scientific research in a way that is free
from social or political values. One key place where values emerge is within the process of topic selection, where researchers must determine which questions to
investigate. An illustrative example comes from Anderson (2004), who documents how traditional research on divorce (which has treated lifelong marriage as a
normative ideal) often inquires into whether divorce has negative effects, whereas less traditional feminist researchers have inquired into questions about how
individuals vary in their opinions about divorce, and in how they cope with it. The general lesson is that values inform inquiry, guiding what we learn about the
world.



https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/scientific-objectivity/
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