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Abstract

With regard to belief, most epistemologists are epistemic prioritarians. We think that

there is a distinct species of epistemic rationality which applies to belief, and that the

most important project for epistemologists studying rational belief is to characterize

the epistemic norms governing belief. In this paper, I ask whether epistemologists

should adopt an analogous epistemic prioritarian stance towards rational inquiry.

I review three prominent arguments for epistemic prioritarianism about belief: the

argument from non-existence that there are no non-epistemic reasons for belief; the

argument from epistemic terms that epistemic rationality is needed to account for the

most natural reading of key epistemic terms; and the argument from theoretical roles

that epistemic rationality is best-placed to play important theoretical roles which we

want an account of rationality to play. In each case, I show that these arguments may

well support epistemic prioritarianism as a stance towards belief, but that none of

these arguments generalizes to support epistemic prioritarianism for inquiry, and in

many cases the arguments tell against epistemic prioritarianism for inquiry. I conclude

with a discussion of three ways in which the relationship between epistemic and non-

epistemic norms for inquiry could be conceived without presupposing an epistemic

prioritarian stance towards inquiry.

1 Introduction

With regard to belief, most epistemologists are epistemic prioritarians. Epistemic prioritar-

ians think that there is a distinct species of epistemic rationality which applies to doxastic

attitudes such as beliefs. Epistemic prioritarians also think that the most important project

for epistemologists studying rational belief is to characterize the epistemic norms govern-
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ing belief, rather than studying alternative moral or all-things-considered norms if these

norms come apart from traditional epistemic norms.

Epistemic prioritarianism for inquiry would say that there is a distinct type of epistemic

rationality which applies to inquiries, and that the most important project for zetetic

epistemologists is to set out and study the epistemic norms governing inquiry.1 In this

paper, I ask whether epistemic prioritarianism should be extended from belief to inquiry.

Three recent developments lend urgency to this question. First, it has been claimed

that norms of inquiry, or zetetic norms, have a strong practical component (Friedman

forthcoming; Harman 2004; Lord 2020). This claim has been supported by a variety of

proposed zetetic norms which do not look like traditional epistemic norms, for example

because these norms make appeal to traditionally non-epistemic values such as an agent’s

interests, desires and goals (Friedman 2018, forthcoming). It is important to ask whether

and in what sense recently proposed zetetic norms are epistemic norms. And if prominent

zetetic norms are not epistemic norms, then we should ask whether this poses a challenge

to the correctness or importance of these norms. In this paper, I develop a view on which

many recent zetetic norms may not count as epistemic norms, but by resisting epistemic

prioritarianism for inquiry, I argue that these norms are nonetheless an important subject

for epistemology.

Second, the nature, coherence and importance of the distinction between epistemic and

non-epistemic norms has attracted substantial recent discussion (Cohen 2016a,b; Dotson

2019). One way to advance the choice between competing interpretations of epistemic

normativity is to ask which of the leading conceptions of epistemic normativity could best

be extended to objects beyond belief such as inquiry or testimony. In this paper, I identify

two projects within zetetic epistemology and argue that of the three leading conceptions of

epistemic normativity, what I will call a value-based conception of epistemic normativity

is best-suited to play both roles. This will be some evidence in favor of a value-based

1This statement of epistemic prioritarianism for inquiry leaves open whether there is a unified concept
of epistemic rationality which applies to belief and inquiry, or whether the term takes a different sense in
its application to inquiry.
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conception for theorists who want to develop an expansive sense in which zetetic norms

can count as epistemic norms.

Third, it has recently been claimed that there is a tension between zetetic norms and

traditional epistemic norms (Friedman 2019b, forthcoming, [removed]). In particular, it

has been claimed that plausible zetetic norms may be outright inconsistent with traditional

epistemic norms such as evidentialism and reliabilism. This threatens to imply that many

of our most cherished epistemic norms are false. In this paper, I set out three ways

that we can think of the relationship between epistemic and non-epistemic norms if

we reject epistemic prioritarianism for inquiry. While the first two of these approaches

will put pressure on the truth of traditional epistemic norms, the third approach views

the tension between traditional epistemic norms and zetetic norms as something akin

to the tension between epistemic and all-things-considered norms. On this approach,

the tension between zetetic norms and traditional epistemic norms is unfortunate but

expected, because zetetic norms answer to a broader class of values than the epistemic

values in which traditional epistemic norms are grounded.

Here is the plan. Section 2 distinguishes three conceptions of epistemic normativity

and argues that the best prospects for epistemic prioritarianism about inquiry involve

what I call a value-based conception of epistemic norms. Sections 3-5 adopt a value-

based conception of epistemic norms and ask whether three prominent arguments for

epistemic prioritarianism about belief can be extended, on this conception, into arguments

for epistemic prioritarianism about inquiry. In each case, I argue that the very same

arguments used to motivate epistemic prioritarianism about belief not only fail to motivate

epistemic prioritarianism about inquiry, but in many cases actively tell against epistemic

prioritarianism for inquiry. Section 6 concludes by exploring three ways in the relationship

between zetetic norms and traditional epistemic norms can be conceived if we reject

epistemic prioritarianism for inquiry.
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2 Conceptions of the epistemic

It is important to say precisely what we mean by calling norms of belief or inquiry

epistemic. Recent discussions have revealed at least three distinct conceptions of the

epistemic operative in contemporary epistemology.2 All three ground cogent senses in

which norms of belief can count as epistemic norms. In this section, I ask in which of

these senses it would make sense to describe some zetetic norms as epistemic norms.

Perhaps the most popular conception of the epistemic is a value-based conception on

which epistemic norms are identified by the types of value that they instantiate, promote,

or honor. Epistemic norms answer to intellectual values such as truth, knowledge, and

understanding, whereas non-epistemic norms also answer to other values such as equality

and welfare. The value-based conception came to the foreground in the 1980s with work by

Richard Foley (1987) and Alvin Goldman (1986). The value-based conception underlies

contemporary programs such as epistemic consequentialism. A value-based approach

may be involved in the claims that inquiry aims at intellectual values such as truth

(Hookway 2007; Pritchard 2014), knowledge (Kelp forthcoming; Millar 2011; Whitcomb

2010) or understanding (Kvanvig 2013; Schafer 2019). And the value-based approach is

also at issue in some recent discussions of teleological epistemology (Friedman 2019b).

There is no question that the value-based conception specifies a cogent sense in which

some zetetic norms can count as epistemic. For any value V which we have reason to

honor, promote or instantiate and any activity A, we can study the subclass of duties

to perform A in a way that promotes, honors or instantiates V. The question at issue

in epistemic prioritarianism is whether these duties are interesting enough to deserve

special privilege. It is supposed to be interesting and important to ask about duties

to promote, honor or instantiate epistemic value during inquiry. But it would be less

interesting to ask about duties related to epistemic value during sumo wrestling, or duties

related to aesthetic value during inquiry. The task facing epistemic prioritarians is to say

2See Conee (2016), Cohen (2016a; 2016b), Dotson (2019), Lyons (2016), McGrath (2016), and Siscoe
(forthcoming).
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why epistemologists studying zetetic norms should privilege duties to promote, honor

or instantiate epistemic value during inquiry over duties stemming from other values or

duties which are not value-based at all.

Throughout this paper, my focus will be on the value-based conception of epistemic

norms. But it is important to explore other senses in which some zetetic norms may count

as epistemic norms. Otherwise, epistemic prioritarians could resist the argument of this

paper by denying a value-based conception of the epistemic. In the rest of this section, I

survey two of the most popular alternative conceptions of the epistemic. I distinguish two

projects for zetetic epistemology, and argue that each of these alternative conceptions is

well-suited for the first project, but not the second. This way of arguing will motivate my

focus on value-based epistemic norms, and also carve out a type of zetetic epistemology

for which epistemic prioritarianism may be the correct stance.

Some theorists defend a justification-based conception of the epistemic.3 On the

justification-based conception, epistemic norms are statements about epistemic justifica-

tion, which is a special type of normative status possessed by doxastic states. This much

is common ground between the justification-based conception and other approaches. The

justification-based conception is distinguished from other conceptions by its additional

claim that epistemic justification is not to be construed as a species of rationality, epis-

temic or otherwise. Defenders of the justification-based conception use the distinction

between epistemic justification and epistemic rationality to defend a variety of claims,

for example the externalist claim that agents in demon worlds hold unjustified beliefs,

even if their beliefs are in some sense rational (Littlejohn 2012; Lyons 2013), or a denial of

phenomenal conservatism on which unsound appearances may rationally require us to

form unjustified beliefs (Jackson 2011).

Discourse about the justification-centered approach has been polarizing, however the

approach has a good pedigree.4 We will see in Section 4 that the justification-based

3For discussion see Goldman (1986), Jackson (2011), Littlejohn (2012), Lyons (2013, 2016), Siscoe (forth-
coming).

4Those skeptical of the distinction between justification and rationality include Cohen (2016b), Dogramaci
(2015), and Fumerton (1995).
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conception has strong historical roots: early discussions of epistemic normativity dealt

centrally with the notion of justification, but spoke rarely of rationality. A justification-

based conception of the epistemic may be at play in some recent discussions of duties to

gather evidence, where we ask how evidence-gathering impacts the justificatory status of

an agent’s beliefs (Baehr 2009; Sosa forthcoming). The justification-based conception may

also underly Jane Friedman’s claim that double-checking is defective when it involves an

unjustified doxastic attitude: suspension of judgment (Friedman 2019a). Here the thought

would be that suspension of judgment on a question may be epistemically unjustified,

even if in the long term it will tend to increase the epistemic value of agents’ attitudes

towards that question.5

To assess the prospects for a justification-based approach to epistemic norms for in-

quiry, we need to distinguish two projects within the normative study of inquiry.6 The

doxastic epistemology of inquiry studies the normative status of doxastic attitudes produced

or instantiated during inquiry. For example, you may think that inquiry involves suspen-

sion of judgment (Friedman 2017b) and ask when inquiry involves a justified or unjustified

suspension of judgment. We may perhaps also assign a derivative normative status to

processes of inquiry that mirrors the normative status of the attitudes they produce or

instantiate. It is in this sense that we can say that failures to gather evidence are epistemic

failures if they lead to unjustified attitudes, or that double-checking is an epistemic failure

if it involves an unjustified suspension of judgment.

A second project asks normative questions directly about the process of inquiry itself.

For example, we can ask when and how agents should gather evidence (Hall and Johnson

1998); how agents should select strategies for reasoning (Lieder and Griffiths 2017); and

how much information agents should retrieve from memory before making a judgment

(Icard 2018). Call this project the process epistemology of inquiry.

5Of course there are many ways to push back against a justification-based interpretation of these claims.
My aim here is to exposit the justification-based approach, not to defend it.

6Social epistemologists make a similar distinction between the study of individual or collective doxastic
agents and the study of the social systems which affect agents’ attitudes (Goldman 2010). Acknowledging
the importance of the latter project was instrumental to the growth of social epistemology as an autonomous
field.

6



The process epistemology of inquiry comes apart from the doxastic epistemology of

inquiry because it asks normative questions about processes of inquiry rather than the

doxastic attitudes that result. Nor does the process epistemology of inquiry take for

granted any relationship between zetetic norms and norms of belief. For example, Jane

Friedman considers and rejects a variety of zetetic norms such as the following:

(Weak Reliabilist Norm) Forming a belief p by way of a reliable belief-forming

method is permissible. (Friedman 2019b, p. 678).

The complaint against the Weak Reliabilist Norm is not that the beliefs formed by reliable

processes will be unjustified.7 It is rather that there can be something defective about a

process of inquiry even if it forms justified beliefs, for example because there is another,

more pressing inquiry that we could have engaged in instead. These claims belong to the

process epistemology of inquiry, not the doxastic epistemology of inquiry.

My aim is to develop a notion of the epistemic which is fully zetetic in the sense

that it can apply both to the doxastic and the process epistemology of inquiry. This

will ensure that epistemic normativity gets a take on all of the most important projects in

zetetic epistemology. But a justification-based conception of the epistemic has not yet been

extended beyond the doxastic epistemology of inquiry.8 Epistemic justification is a status

attaching to doxastic states. It has not been suggested that there is an analogous type of

justification, distinct from rationality, that attaches to processes of inquiry. We may say

that there is a derivative sense in which inquiries are faulty when they produce unjustified

doxastic attitudes. But this fault will come apart from the non-derivative normative status

that zetetic epistemologists are primarily concerned with in evaluating norms such as the

Weak Reliabilist Norm. As a result, we will not recover a sense in which many of the most

interesting zetetic norms can count as epistemic norms.

7To be clear: Friedman may well hold this view. But this is an additional claim that does not follow
straightaway from the claim that a reliable belief-forming method can be irrational because it diverts time
from more pressing matters. See Section 6 and [removed] for options which block that inference.

8Of course, not yet does not mean never. It is open to defenders of the justification-based approach to
show how their views can be extended to the process epistemology of inquiry. This could be a project worth
exploring.
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A third conception of the epistemic is the knowledge-based conception.9 On a

knowledge-based conception, norms are epistemic if they are bound up in an impor-

tant way with knowledge. We will see in Section 4 that the knowledge-based conception

was historically influential. Prior to 1948, the term epistemic was used exclusively in a

non-normative sense meaning roughly of or pertaining to knowledge.10 And all early dis-

cussions of epistemic justification took for granted that the notion of epistemic justification

would play a central role in the analysis of knowledge.

On a narrow knowledge-based conception, epistemic rationality or justification is stipu-

latively identified with the key normative notion in the conceptual analysis of knowledge.

This traditional way of developing the knowledge-based conception will face the same

challenges as the justification-based approach. The status picked out in the conceptual

analysis of knowledge is a normative status attaching to doxastic attitudes rather than

inquiries. So we have not been given a sense in which epistemic normativity can be

extended to the process epistemology of inquiry.

Recent authors have taken a number of wide knowledge-based approaches which

pick out the epistemic by a variety of looser relationships to knowledge. For example,

Miranda Fricker holds that testimonial injustice is a type of epistemic injustice because

it is “a kind of injustice in which someone is wronged specifically in her capacity as a

knower” (Fricker 2007, p. 20). Exploring the boundaries of these wider knowledge-based

conceptions is an important project for epistemology. At the same time, I do not think that

these wider knowledge-based approaches best capture what is at issue between epistemic

prioritarians and their opponents. However the wide knowledge-based conception is

developed, it is quite plausible that a number of important zetetic norms will not be

knowledge norms in this sense. These include most norms at issue in recent discussions

of zetetic epistemology.11 As a result, there will already be good evidence against epistemic

9For defense see Conee (2016). Many passages are suggestive of a knowledge-based conception. See for
example BonJour (1985, p. 5) and Greco (2011, p.167).

10The first known mention of epistemic normativity occurs in a largely-forgotten paper by Louis Beck
(1948). We will see in Section 4 that the idea of a distinctly epistemic form of normativity came to prominence
in the mid-1950s in a debate between Chisholm and Firth.

11For example, it is not immediately apparent how to construe norms of clutter avoidance (Friedman 2018;
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prioritarianism on a wide knowledge-based approach. This is not to say that knowledge-

first epistemologists could not try to develop a program to account for existing zetetic

norms in terms of knowledge, but only that such a program is not yet on the table.

In this section, I considered three conceptions of epistemic normativity: the value-

based, justification-based, and knowledge-based conceptions. I argued that each of these

conceptions may be a viable way to interpret traditional epistemic norms on doxastic

states, and articulated a project within zetetic epistemology, the doxastic epistemology

of inquiry, that these conceptions may be extended to cover. For these topics, epistemic

prioritarianism may well be the correct approach.

I also articulated a second project, the process epistemology of inquiry, towards which

zetetic epistemologists have recently turned their sights. I argued that of the three most

prominent conceptions of epistemic normativity, a value-based approach is the most viable

way of defending epistemic prioritarianism as a stance towards the process epistemol-

ogy of inquiry. The question remaining is whether a prioritarian focus on value-based

epistemic norms is the right approach towards the process epistemology of inquiry.

On this point, I have some good news and some bad news. The good news is that

there are excellent motivations which could be given for privileging value-based epis-

temic norms in studying norms of belief. The bad news is that these motivations cannot

generalize to support epistemic prioritarianism for inquiry. In fact, we will see that many

of the most prominent motivations for epistemic prioritarianism as a stance towards belief

tell against epistemic prioritarianism for inquiry.

In Sections 3-5, I consider three arguments that can be made in support of epistemic

prioritarianism in the study of rational belief. In each case, I argue that the relevant

motivations do not support epistemic prioritarianism in the process epistemology of

inquiry when epistemic norms are understood in a value-based sense, and in many cases

these motivations tell against epistemic prioritarianism.

Harman 1986; Michaelian 2011), or many of the norms introduced in (Friedman forthcoming) as knowledge
norms.
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3 The argument from non-existence

One of the most common motivations for epistemic prioritarianism as a stance towards

belief is the claim that there are no non-epistemic reasons for belief. If all reasons for belief

are epistemic, then epistemic prioritarianism for belief follows straightaway. Call this the

argument from non-existence. We might try to extend the argument from non-existence

to show that there are no non-epistemic reasons for inquiry. This extended argument from

non-existence would support epistemic prioritarianism for inquiry.

In this section, I survey three leading arguments against the existence of non-epistemic

reasons for belief and ask whether any of them tells against the existence of non-epistemic

reasons for inquiry. I show that each of these arguments not only fails to support the

conclusion that there are no non-epistemic reasons for inquiry, but in fact tells in favor of

the existence of non-epistemic reasons for inquiry.

The argument from non-existence is sometimes accompanied by a variety of weaker

claims. For example, it could be held that non-epistemic reasons for belief are too contro-

versial to warrant significant study. Consider some candidate non-epistemic reasons for

belief: practical reasons for faith in God (Plantinga 1983) or in humanity (Preston-Roedder

2013); moral reasons to think the best of friends (Keller 2004; Stroud 2006); and practical

reasons to maintain positive self-illusions (McKay and Dennett 2009; Rinard 2019). The

existence and valence of each of these reasons is a matter for considerable controversy.

In addition, it might be thought that these reasons are scattered and unsystematic, hence

difficult to theorize about. And finally, it may be held on Cliffordian grounds that these

reasons rarely make a difference to what it is rational to believe.

In the process of arguing for the existence of non-epistemic reasons for inquiry, I also

argue that non-epistemic reasons for inquiry are not like this. I argue that the existence of

non-epistemic reasons for inquiry should not be a matter for substantial controversy; that

non-epistemic reasons are highly systematic; and that non-epistemic reasons often make

a difference to how it is rational for us to inquire. The result will be that we cannot be
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epistemic prioritarians for inquiry on the grounds that non-epistemic reasons for inquiry

are nonexistent, controversial, unsystematic or not difference-making.

A traditional motivation for the claim that all reasons for belief are epistemic reasons

is due to Thomas Kelly (2002; 2003). Normative reasons for belief should be potential

motivating reasons for belief, reasons on which our beliefs can be based. But Kelly argues

that non-epistemic reasons cannot be motivating reasons for belief, and hence cannot be

normative reasons for belief. For example, the desire to go to heaven can be a reason to

gather and attend to evidence for God’s existence. This desire can also be a reason to adopt

belief-like attitudes such as acceptance or faith. But I cannot believe that God exists on

the basis of my desire to go to heaven. That belief must be based on my assessment of the

available evidence.12 On this basis, Kelly argues that defenders of non-epistemic reasons

for belief commit the consequentialist mistake of assuming that since the consequences of

actions bear on their rationality, the consequences of beliefs bear on their rationality as

well. In doing so, we ignore the fact that consequences can serve as motivating reasons

for action, but not for belief.

This argument poses no threat to the existence of non-epistemic reasons for inquiry,

because inquiry is an activity. Non-epistemic reasons can be, and frequently are motivating

reasons for inquiry. We can inquire about the weather in order to gain knowledge or

assuage our curiosity, but also to plan a picnic. In this way, denying the existence of

non-epistemic reasons for inquiry commits the reverse-consequentialist mistake of assuming

that since the consequences of beliefs do not bear on their rationality, the consequences of

inquiries which produce belief do not bear on the rationality of inquiry.

Kelly himself is quite friendly to this conclusion. Kelly holds that theoretical rationality

is a hybrid virtue. While the rationality of belief is a purely epistemic matter, theoretical

rationality encompasses both belief and inquiry. A lively mixture of epistemic and non-

epistemic reasons are relevant to rational inquiry. In asking which questions to inquire

about, whether to gather evidence, or how much of the available evidence to use during

12For pushback see Leite (2007) and Rinard (2015).
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reasoning, we draw not only on epistemic considerations about truth and knowledge but

also on non-epistemic considerations such as the importance of answering questions and

the cognitive resources consumed during inquiry. To take a purely epistemic perspective

towards theoretical rationality would be a mistake, because the epistemic stance ignores

a variety of systematic, difference-making reasons that rational agents respond to during

inquiry.

A second motivation for the claim that there are no non-epistemic reasons for belief is

due to Nishi Shah (2003; 2006). Shah’s argument begins with a deliberative constraint on

reasons:

(Deliberative Constraint) R is a reason for X to φ only if R is capable of

disposing X to φ in the way characteristic of R’s functioning as a premise in

deliberation whether to φ. (Shah 2006, p. 485).

The second step in Shah’s argument is to appeal to the transparency of belief:

(Transparency) The deliberative question whether to believe that p inevitably

gives way to the factual question whether p. (Shah 2006, p.481).

Together, the deliberative constraint and transparency imply that R is a reason for X to

believe that p only if R is capable of disposing X towards believing that p in the way

characteristic of R’s functioning as a premise in doxastic deliberation. And, Shah argues,

only epistemic considerations dispose us towards belief in this way.13

Transparency poses no threat to the existence of non-epistemic reasons for inquiry.

That is because the questions of whether and how to inquire into p are not transparent to

whether p.14 Perhaps there are some epistemic statuses towards p which are descriptively

or normatively incompatible with inquiry into whether p, such as belief or knowledge

that p (Friedman 2017a,b). But in the typical case where we neither know nor believe p,

13For pushback see Hieronymi (2009), McHugh (2017), and Portmore (2018).
14It will also be difficult to give a precise and plausible statement of transparency for inquiries into

questions with more than two possible answers.
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the deliberative questions of whether and how to inquire into p are answered not only by

our current evidence about p, but also by the importance of the question, the cognitive

costs of answering it, and the other inquiries we could engage in instead.

In fact, if we think that normative reasons are the types of considerations that settle

deliberation we will be hard-pressed to avoid admitting a large and systematic class of

non-epistemic reasons for inquiry. The reason for this is that it is not clear if epistemic

reasons alone typically, or even ever settle deliberation about whether or how to inquire.

Consider an example due to Kelly (2003). Suppose that p is a proposition spoiling the

ending of a movie. I approach you offering cost-free information about the truth value

of p. If you are rational, will you accept my offer? Likely you will not. The lesson of

this example is that deliberation about how to inquire is typically settled not merely by

epistemic reasons concerning the quantities of truth, knowledge and understanding that

will be produced, but also by non-epistemic information about the desirability of these

epistemic outcomes. If I lack a desire for some epistemic outcome or actively wish to

avoid it, then reasons to promote that epistemic outcome will not settle deliberation for

me. What settles deliberation about how to inquire is a combination of epistemic and

non-epistemic reasons.

A third motivation for denying the existence of non-epistemic reasons for belief is the

relocation strategy (Way 2012). This strategy redescribes purported non-epistemic reasons

for belief as epistemic reasons for some activity such as getting ourselves to believe. For

example, it is held that the importance of a comfortable retirement is not a reason to hold

many accurate beliefs about retirement. The importance of a comfortable retirement is a

reason to get ourselves to hold many accurate beliefs about retirement.

But how do we get ourselves to hold accurate beliefs about retirement? In rare cases

we can shift our beliefs by attending church or popping belief pills. But the typical route

to getting ourselves to have beliefs is through inquiry. If you want to form many accurate

beliefs about retirement you should read books, take classes, and consult your financial

planner. This means that relocated non-epistemic reasons for belief will often turn out to
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be non-epistemic reasons for inquiry. In this way, the relocation strategy protects against

the existence of non-epistemic reasons for belief by relocating large classes of systematic

and interesting non-epistemic reasons from belief to inquiry.

In this section, we considered the argument from non-existence, which holds that

we should be epistemic prioritarians towards belief because there are no non-epistemic

reasons for belief. We asked whether the argument from non-existence could be extended

to establish that there are no non-epistemic reasons for inquiry. We considered three

strategies for pressing the argument from non-existence in the case of belief. We saw

that, by contrast to the case of belief, each of these strategies grounds an argument for the

existence of relatively uncontroversial, systematic and difference-making non-epistemic

reasons for inquiry. As a result, the case for epistemic prioritarianism towards inquiry

cannot be made on the grounds that non-epistemic reasons for inquiry are nonexistent,

controversial, unsystematic, or not difference-making. In the next section, I consider a

second argument for epistemic prioritarianism: the argument from epistemic terms.

4 The argument from epistemic terms

It can seem today as though epistemologists have always been concerned with a special

type of epistemic rationality or justification. But in fact, the term is a relatively recent in-

novation. The term epistemic justification was popularized in a debate between Roderick

Chisholm and Roderick Firth in the 1950s.15 In this section, I extract an argument from the

debate between Chisholm and Firth: the argument from epistemic terms. This was the

original argument offered in favor of an epistemic prioritarian stance towards belief, and

I think that this argument retains considerable force today. However, I argue, we have not

yet seen how to extend the argument to motivate epistemic prioritarianism about inquiry,

and in fact there are grounds to suspect that the argument cannot be extended to the case

of rational inquiry.

15See Chisholm (1956; 1961; 1966) and Firth (1956; 1959). To my knowledge, the term was first mentioned
by Beck (1948), although this paper was less influential.
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The debate which gave rise to the concept of epistemic justification concerned the

meaning and criteria for application of epistemic terms such as evident, reasonable, jus-

tified, and known. Chisholm argued that these terms could not be correctly analyzed

without invoking normative language. Chisholm proposed what he called an ethical

analysis using the ordinary ethical notion of ought. For example, Chisholm proposed:

“It would be unreasonable for S to accept h” means that S ought to refrain from

accepting h. (Chisholm 1956, p. 448).

“S has adequate evidence for h” means that S ought to refrain from accepting

non-h. (Chisholm 1956, p. 448).

“S knows that h is true” means: (i) S accepts h; (ii) S has adequate evidence for

h; and (iii) h is true. (Chisholm 1956, p. 451).

Firth objected that many epistemic terms such as unreasonable and adequate evidence are

ambiguous between ethical and epistemic readings. On an ethical reading, Chisholm may

be quite correct to interpret epistemic vocabulary using the ordinary ethical ought. But

Firth held that epistemic terms have a second, more natural epistemic reading on which

they are sensitive only to intellectual considerations and hence cannot be glossed using

the ordinary ethical ought. To account for the existence and importance of this reading,

we need to posit and privilege a distinct notion of epistemic rationality which applies to

doxastic attitudes. Call this the argument from epistemic terms.

Firth built his case for an epistemic reading using claims that most epistemologists

now accept as bedrock. Firth argued that there is a sense in which saying that S has

adequate evidence for h does not merely tell us that S ought to accept or refrain from

accepting something, but also specifies the ground on which S ought to do so. In this

way, Firth held that the notion of having adequate evidence could be an independent

object of theorizing. Firth held that having adequate evidence in this sense was closely

related to holding attitudes which are reasonable or justified on an epistemic reading.
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And Firth held that it is this epistemic reading which bears on knowledge attributions.

If h is the claim that God exists, it may be the case that I ought to refrain from accepting

not-h in order to avoid hellfire and damnation, but that is hardly a reason to credit me

with knowledge that God exists.

We can interpret Firth and Chisholm’s project here in various ways. On one reading,

it was a linguistic project of accounting for the meanings of epistemic terms. On another

reading, it was a conceptual project of analyzing epistemic concepts. And on another

reading, it was a project of analyzing evaluative practices that we engage in using epistemic

terms. In what follows, I treat their project as linguistic, but this is done for the sake of

brevity and not as a way of begging important philosophical questions.

The point to be made here is that the notion of epistemic justification did not arise out

of preconceptions about the type of evaluative vocabulary that epistemologists should

use. The notion of epistemic justification arose out of a good faith attempt to account

for epistemic terms. If ethical vocabulary had been sufficient to account for the data,

then epistemologists would have continued to use ethical vocabulary. But Firth argued

convincingly that there is a reading, perhaps the most natural and important reading, of

many epistemic terms which requires us to posit a special type of epistemic justification

intimately bound up with evidence and responsive only to intellectual considerations.

Failure to posit a notion of epistemic justification would do violence to the motivating

data. That is the point of the argument from epistemic terms.

The argument from epistemic terms did two things. First, it grounded the notion of

epistemic justification in a set of data which served as evidence for the existence and im-

portance of this notion. And second, it created the possibility of substantive disagreement

about the nature of epistemic terms by reference to a shared stock of linguistic data. When

pragmatic encroachment theorists claim that practical considerations bear on knowledge

attributions, they are not changing the subject but starting an argument about the nature

of knowledge. And similarly, as pragmatists and instrumentalists increasingly character-

ize their position as an explanatory challenge over the grounds for agreed-upon verdicts
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about epistemic justification, they will not be accused of changing the subject but can be

challenged on their ability to track the correct application of epistemic terms.16

There has not been, to my knowledge, any similar attempt to root a value-based

approach to zetetic norms in an analysis of epistemic terms for inquiry. If this is not

done, the epistemic prioritarian risks two challenges. First, if there is no set of linguistic or

conceptual data and no set of evaluative practices in which epistemic norms of inquiry are

rooted, then we have no guarantee on linguistic grounds that epistemic norms of inquiry

are any more interesting or well-motivated than epistemic norms of sumo wrestling. And

second, in the absence of data there is little room to challenge the value-based approach.

Someone who holds that epistemic norms of inquiry respond partly to non-intellectual

considerations is not making an argument about the correct interpretation of shared

linguistic data, but rather changing the subject. But if there is no easy way to dispute the

truth of the value-based approach, we might worry again about the interestingness of the

approach. Theories which cannot be easily falsified are often not interestingly true.

Could we identify central epistemic terms which apply to inquiry and which neces-

sitate a value-based epistemic reading? This is not easily done. We do not typically call

inquiries justified or unjustified. We do say that inquiries are reasonable, but on the most

natural reading this term shows robust sensitivity to non-epistemic sources of value. We

say without hesitation that it would be reasonable to double-check a calculation once if

it is done for a homework assignment, but unreasonable to stop there if the calculation

would be used to launch a rocket into space. We can of course say that how an agent

inquires influences the application of epistemic terms such as justification and knowledge

to the beliefs that result. But this is a project within the doxastic epistemology of inquiry.

It will not give us a sense in which epistemic terms apply with a value-based epistemic

reading to the process of inquiry itself.

Is there perhaps another set of central epistemic terms which apply to inquiry and

necessitate a value-based epistemic reading? Perhaps. But I think an example will show

16See for example Côté-Bouchard (forthcoming), Cowie (2014), and Sharadin (2018).
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that many central epistemic terms do not necessitate a value-based reading, and that in

many cases this reading, if it exists, deserves no special privilege. Consider duties to

gather evidence. For simplicity, consider a version of the value-based approach on which

epistemic duties are duties to promote true belief. There is really only one thing that

such a value-based account of duties to gather evidence could say. It must say that we

have duties to gather evidence on all propositions whose truth is not guaranteed by our

present evidence, because gathering evidence increases the likelihood that we will form

true beliefs on these matters. And indeed, that is what the most famous value-based

account of duties to gather evidence says:

For any proposition that is less than certain on one’s present evidence, one has

an epistemic duty to seek more evidence about that proposition. (Hall and

Johnson 1998, p. 133).

What should we make of this account?

An immediate worry for this account is that it is too demanding. We cannot gather

evidence about all uncertain propositions, so an account of duties to gather evidence

must tell us how to choose between the various propositions we might gather evidence

about. Hall and Johnson solve this worry by holding that the duties in question are only

prima-facie duties. But then how are we to decide among our many prima-facie duties to

gather evidence? Hall and Johnson hold that we should make this choice by considering

moral, prudential and other non-epistemic factors.

But now the situation is very different from before. If an account of duties to gather

evidence is meant to capture our ordinary evaluative language, concepts or practices, then

surely it should answer questions such as these: of the many propositions uncertain on

my evidence, which should I gather evidence about? How much evidence should I gather,

and of what types? How should evidence-gathering be balanced against other activities

such as reasoning? Hall and Johnson pass each of these questions onwards, away from the

theory of epistemic rationality and towards a moral or all-things-considered perspective.
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But if a theory of epistemic rationality cannot answer such questions, then it is difficult

to see how it can be regarded as a full theory of rationality, justification, rightness, or any

similar status. The argument from epistemic terms began with Firth’s observation that

epistemic terms admit two complete and self-sufficient readings when applied to belief:

an epistemic reading on which what is justified or reasonable is determined entirely by

intellectual considerations, and an ethical reading on which what is justified or reasonable

is determined in an ethical or all-things-considered manner. Both readings suffice to tell

us, in their own way, what agents are justified in believing. But the value-based approach

to zetetic norms is not self-sufficient in this way. When we ask natural normative questions

of the value-based approach, these questions are returned unanswered and then passed

along to a more complete moral or all-things-considered perspective from which they can

be answered.

Here it is very unnatural to speak of separate epistemic and non-epistemic readings

of our central linguistic terms, epistemic concepts, or evaluative practices, let alone a

privileged epistemic reading. We might say rather that epistemic vocabulary is used to

pick out an important class of reasons for inquiry, but that these reasons do not suffice to

ground a type of rationality, justification or similar normative status. Of course, we could

introduce a new normative status with the stipulation that it answers only to epistemic

reasons for inquiry. But we have not yet found any linguistic, conceptual or practice-based

case for prioritizing the study of that normative status.

In this section, we considered an argument from epistemic terms used to motivate

epistemic prioritarianism for belief. The argument from epistemic terms holds that there

is a self-contained epistemic reading of terms such as ‘justified’ in their application to

belief. This epistemic reading is the most natural and theoretically interesting, and hence

it should be the focus of epistemological theorizing. But we have seen that the argument

from epistemic terms will not generalize to support epistemic prioritarianism for inquiry.

The very same terms which take an epistemic reading when applied to belief either fail to

apply to inquiry, or else apply most naturally in a non-epistemic sense. And new terms, if
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they could be found, would not help us to answer many central normative questions about

inquiry. As a result, we have not been able to build a case for epistemic prioritarianism

about inquiry based on the analysis of epistemic terms.

5 The argument from theoretical roles

What could we do if we wanted to demonstrate that the value-based epistemic approach

grounds a set of theoretically interesting norms? A natural idea would be to identify a set

of theoretical roles that we would like the notion of rationality to play and argue that a

value-based epistemic approach to norms of inquiry plays many of these roles reasonably

well. Call this the argument from theoretical roles.

In this section, I argue that the argument from theoretical roles fares well in the case

of belief, but poorly in the case of inquiry. In the case of belief, the notion of epistemic

rationality plays many central theoretical roles at least as well as competing pragmatic,

instrumentalist, or all-things-considered accounts. That is a good reason to prioritize the

study of epistemically rational belief. But in the case of inquiry, these same theoretical

roles are better-captured by an all-things-considered approach to norms of inquiry than

by a value-based epistemic account. This will provide a third reason not to be epistemic

prioritarians towards inquiry.

We have already considered two theoretical roles for rationality in Section 3. The first

is that rationality should settle inquiry. This role encompasses both a descriptive and a

normative claim. As a descriptive matter, if a psychologically normal agent judges that

rationality requires her to believe that φ, then in typical cases she will believe that φ. And

as a normative matter, when she judges that rationality requires her to believe that φ she

is in an important sense committed to believing φ.

In the case of belief, data such as transparency suggest that epistemic rationality is

well-placed to play these roles. To judge that we have sufficient evidence for φ just is,

or at least immediately gives rise to the judgment that φ. And if we take transparency
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on board as a normative datum, the judgment that we have sufficient evidence for φ

commits us to believing φ. By contrast, the judgment that we have most practical or all-

things-considered reason believe φmay not play either of these roles. It does not typically

produce in us the belief that φ. And many epistemologists have thought that there is no

sense in which, for example, the judgment that it would be to my advantage to believe in

God commits me to believing that God exists.

But for inquiry, matters are much the reverse. Suppose that you are about to spoil

the ending of a movie. The judgment that I have most epistemic reason to allow you to

continue will not move me to listen; instead, I am liable to cover my ears. And I don’t

know that we would say there is any sense in which I am normatively committed to

listening to movie spoilers. By contrast, if I judge that I have most all-things-considered

reason to gather information about a movie, that judgment typically will move me to

gather evidence, and it does seem that I am in an important sense committed to gathering

evidence. So while it may be the case that epistemic rationality is more apt than all-things-

considered rationality to settle doxastic deliberation, the situation with deliberation about

how to inquire is precisely the reverse.

Similar remarks apply to a pair of related theoretical roles: planning and deference.

It is often held that rational belief bears strong connections to planning (Gibbard 2003;

Horowitz and Dogramaci 2016) and deference (Greco and Hedden 2016; Levinstein 2017).

To judge that rationality requires agents in situation S to believe that φ commits you to

planning to believe φ in situation S, or to deferring and now believing φ if you are now in

situation S. And this is what agents typically do.

These roles for rational belief may be best captured by an epistemic reading. If I judge

that evidence E decisively supports p, then I am in an important sense committed to

planning to believe p when my total evidence is E, as well as to deferring and believing

p if my total evidence is now E. And this is what I will most likely do. Judgments about

all-things-considered rationality may not play these roles. As a descriptive matter, I can

judge that I have most reason to believe in God on Pascalian grounds without planning
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to believe in God or deferring and now believing in God. And it is up for debate whether

there is any sense in which I am committed to doing these things.

But for inquiry, the situation is exactly the reverse. Suppose I judge that the inquiry

I have most epistemic reason to undertake is to examine the cause of my leaking faucet,

because I would quickly learn many truths about the faucet and about plumbing. As a

descriptive matter, this may not move me to plan to examine the faucet when I come home

from work or to get up and examine the faucet now if I am already home. I may instead

inquire about philosophy or watch television. And I am not sure if there is a strong sense

in which I am normatively committed to examining the faucet or planning to examine it.

By contrast, suppose I make the all-things-considered judgment that I have most overall

reason to examine the faucet, among other things in order to prevent flood damage to my

house. That judgment typically will move me to examine the faucet or plan to do so. And

the judgment that I have most all-things-considered reason to examine the faucet commits

me to patterns of planning and deference in the same way as any other judgment about

how I ought to act does. Here we see that planning and deference are best captured by a

non-epistemic approach to rational inquiry.

Another role considered in Section 3 is accounting for theoretical rationality. We might

think that an important project for epistemic rationality is to characterize a special type of

theoretical rationality, to be carefully distinguished from practical rationality. And it may

be plausible to think that theoretical rationality in the case of belief involves responding

only to intellectual considerations. As evidence for this claim, we could cite the argument

from epistemic terms, taking the privileged epistemic reading of epistemic terms when

applied to belief to capture talk of theoretical rationality. As a result, we might think that

all-things-considered accounts of rational belief change the subject by characterizing a

type of practical or all-things-considered rationality, rather than theoretical rationality.

But Kelly’s arguments in Section 3 show that the same cannot be said for rational

inquiry. Theoretical rationality is a hybrid virtue. With respect to belief, theoretical

rationality may be responsive only to epistemic value. But theoretically rational inquiry
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responds to both epistemic and non-epistemic sources of value. Theoretically rational

inquirers check the weather forecast in their home town but not the weather forecast on

Mars, because it is important to plan for the weather at home but not the weather on Mars.

Now of course, we could deny this and stipulatively identify theoretical rationality with

appropriate responsiveness to epistemic value. But that is a forced and unnatural move

driven more by a desire to save epistemic prioritarianism than by the normative data.

One final role for rationality is answering the value question: what is the value of being

rational (Horowitz 2014)? If rationality is to be authoritative over us, it needs to be a

valuable property and we should be able to say what that value is.17 In the case of belief,

there is much to be said about why epistemic rationality is valuable. For example, we

could say that belief has a mind to world direction of fit, and as a result the value of a

belief state is determined by the value that it instantiates or honors rather than promotes.

We could say that the primary types of value instantiated or honored by belief states are

epistemic values, and as a result the most valuable beliefs will tend to be those beliefs that

are epistemically rational.18 And even if we accept that beliefs can be valued according

to the goodness that they promote, we could claim on Cliffordian grounds that holding

epistemically rational beliefs is typically the surest way to promote value in our own lives

and in the lives of others.

Once again, the situation for inquiry is quite the reverse.19 It is less tempting to value

inquiries only by the value they instantiate, because inquiry is an activity and as such it

may have a world to mind direction of fit. If we restrict attention to honoring value, we

will have to acknowledge that moral and prudential values can be directly dishonored

by inquiry. A detective dishonors justice when she spends her day investigating a petty

theft rather than a murder. And if we are willing to let the value of inquiry be influenced

17Non-teleologists might complain that the value question should be substituted for a more general
question, for example: why be rational (Kolodny 2005)? But this complaint would also tell against assuming
a value-based conception of the epistemic.

18This is controversial. For example, we may accept moral encroachment on belief (Basu 2019).
19Of course, we can give the simple answer that epistemic rationality is valuable because it promotes,

honors, or instantiates epistemic value. But this answer alone does not differentiate epistemic norms from
norms grounded in any other value, such as aesthetic or gustatory value.
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by the goodness that it promotes, then there is no Cliffordian guarantee that a focus on

promoting epistemic value will tend to promote other types of value as well. It would

not do for a detective to spend her day studying philosophy rather than investigating a

murder on the grounds that she will learn more or weightier truths in a philosophy book

than at a crime scene.

There are, to be sure, many other things that the notion of rationality is meant to do

for us. But I think we have said enough. When we restrict our attention to belief, the

argument from theoretical terms may be quite compelling. There is a good case to be made

that epistemic rationality plays central theoretical roles at least as well as any practical

or all-things-considered notion of rationality. These roles include settling deliberation;

accounting for theoretical rationality; figuring in planning and deference; and answering

the value question. But when we turn to inquiry, these roles are better-played by a

non-epistemic notion of rationality. As a result, the argument from epistemic terms

may support epistemic prioritarianism for belief, but only at the expense of epistemic

prioritarianism for inquiry.

6 The rejection of epistemic prioritarianism for inquiry

In Sections 3-5, I argued that the very same motivations which led us to be epistemic

prioritarians about belief not only fail to support epistemic prioritarianism for inquiry,

but often tell against it. We may think that epistemic reasons for belief are the only reasons

for belief that there are. Non-epistemic reasons for belief may be too controversial, too

unsystematic, or insufficiently difference-making to warrant detailed study. There are

excellent motivations for positing a separate notion of epistemically justified belief in

order to make sense of key epistemic terms such as justification, evidence, knowledge and

reasonableness. And the notion of epistemic rationality plays important theoretical roles

at least as well as an all-things-considered notion of rationality does, when we restrict our

attention to the special case of rational belief. But none of these things can be said about
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rational inquiry, and in many cases the situation is quite the reverse.

Non-epistemic reasons for inquiry exist and are fairly uncontroversial, systematic,

and difference-making. None of the standard linguistic arguments used to motivate

an epistemic reading of normative terms for belief generalize to motivate an epistemic

reading of normative terms involving inquiry. A case study of duties to gather evidence

suggests that such a reading would fail to answer important normative questions about

inquiry. And an all-things-considered notion of rationality plays important theoretical

roles at least as well as an epistemic notion of rationality does, when we restrict our

attention to norms of inquiry.

If we are not epistemic prioritarians about inquiry, then how should we conceive of

the relationship between epistemic and zetetic norms? In this section, I conclude by

reviewing three options for how the relationship between epistemic and zetetic norms

could be conceived.

6.1 The unity view

The strongest view on offer is the unity view defended by Jane Friedman (forthcoming).

On the unity view, there is no gap between epistemic and zetetic norms. All epistemic

norms are zetetic, and all zetetic norms are epistemic. The unity view denies epistemic

prioritarianism in the strongest possible way: there is no distinction to be made between

epistemic norms and zetetic norms, so epistemic prioritarianism for inquiry does not even

get off the ground.

It will be helpful to split the unity view into two claims. First, the unity view claims

that all zetetic norms should count as epistemic norms.

(Z⇒ E) All norms of inquiry are epistemic norms.

In support of Z ⇒ E, Friedman cites the difficulty of drawing a principled distinction

between epistemic and non-epistemic norms of inquiry that does not rule out prominent
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zetetic norms as non-epistemic. For example, Friedman discusses norms of clutter avoid-

ance which forbid agents from engaging in trivial inquiries (Friedman 2018). Norms of

clutter avoidance have been central to philosophical discussions of rational inquiry since

the work of Gilbert Harman (1986). But Friedman argues that we should not understand

norms of clutter avoidance as epistemic norms in a value-based sense: an inquiry may

count as trivial, not because it is intellectually uninteresting, but because it is unrelated to

your current interests, projects, or desires. Friedman argues that a value-based epistemic

approach will also struggle to account for a variety of other principles, such as a means-

end zetetic instrumental principle governing the inquiries that it is permissible to engage

in at any given time. The upshot of this discussion is that prominent ways of denying

Z ⇒ E, such as a value-based conception of epistemic norms for inquiry, may rule out

many of the norms discussed by recent work in zetetic epistemology.

Second, the unity view claims that all epistemic norms should count as zetetic norms:

(E⇒ Z) All epistemic norms are norms of inquiry

The claim made by E ⇒ Z is that epistemic norms which appear to govern doxastic

attitudes, such as evidentialism, reliabilism, or coherentism, should in fact be construed

as constraints on rational processes of inquiry which produce those attitudes.20 For

example, we might see evidentialism as implying the claim that it is rationally permissible

to make a judgment at any time if the belief that results from the act of judging would be

evidentially supported (Friedman 2019b). In support of E ⇒ Z, Friedman argues that it

would be an unmotivated type of temporal parochialism to set out and study epistemic

norms governing doxastic states at a single time, rather than norms of inquiry. Because

doxastic states are produced and modified by a process of inquiry, Friedman argues that

epistemic norms which seem to govern doxastic states are best construed as zetetic norms.

Many philosophers who are friendly to Z⇒ E may be less comfortable with E⇒ Z. It

is often thought that we can rationally evaluate a wide variety of attitudes, including not

20For similar views see Na’aman (forthcoming) and Podgorski (2017).
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only doxastic attitudes such as belief and credence, but also non-doxastic attitudes such as

preference, desire, and fear. Many of us would say without hesitation that it is irrational

to be afraid of the dark, and some considerable debate has been devoted to the question of

whether it could be rational to be indifferent towards pleasures and pains which occur on

future Tuesdays (Parfit 1984). In fact, we often apply a wide variety of normative terms

to attitudes, asking not only what it is rational to believe or prefer, but also what is right,

fitting, good, praiseworthy or virtuous. The normative evaluation of attitudes is a central

part of many contemporary philosophical programs. For example, a traditional way for

consequentialists to incorporate partiality is to argue that attitudes of love and friendship

may be the best, and hence the right attitudes to hold (Jackson 1991; Railton 1984). It

is regarded as crucial to the success of this approach that we interpret claims about the

normative status of attitudes as claims about the attitudes themselves, which may come

apart from claims about the deliberative processes that produced these attitudes. And

many traditional epistemologists have conceived of their work as a project of evaluating

the synchronic rational status of doxastic attitudes (Feldman 2000, 2002; Hedden 2015).

Readers who do think that we can ask questions about the rationality of doxastic at-

titudes will find the arguments of this paper friendly towards epistemic prioritarianism

about belief. Sections 3-5 reviewed three traditional arguments for epistemic prioritari-

anism about belief, and found some support for the claims that epistemic reasons are the

only reasons for belief that exist; that epistemic prioritarianism is needed to account for

the meanings of epistemic terms; and that epistemic rationality plays most of the theoret-

ical roles that we would like a notion of rational belief to play. Is there a way of denying

epistemic prioritarianism about inquiry without denying epistemic prioritarianism about

belief?

6.2 The restricted unity view

Even if we deny E ⇒ Z, we might accept its converse, Z ⇒ E. This is the claim that all

zetetic norms are epistemic norms, even if some epistemic norms governing belief are not
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zetetic norms. Call this the restricted unity view. The restricted unity view contains a strong

denial of epistemic prioritarianism for inquiry: epistemic prioritarianism does not get off

the ground, because all norms for inquiry are epistemic norms. But the restricted unity

view makes room for epistemic prioritarianism about belief. How should we evaluate the

restricted unity view?

I don’t know that I am inclined to push back against the restricted unity view. In fact,

the view received some support from our discussion in Section 4.21 There I argued that a

value-based notion of epistemically rational inquiry may be better construed as making

claims about a central class of reasons which govern inquiry, rather than as characterizing

a complete and self-sufficient type of rationality.

At the same time, I suspect that many readers will think there is at least one cogent and

important sense in which some, but not all zetetic norms are epistemic norms: the value-

based sense discussed in this paper. Is there a weaker denial of epistemic prioritarianism

about inquiry which makes room for this view?

6.3 The plurality view

A third option is to deny both E ⇒ Z and Z ⇒ E. This view holds that some, but not

all zetetic norms are epistemic norms. For example, epistemic norms of inquiry may be

those which can be derived from considerations of epistemic value alone. And this view

allows that some epistemic norms, such as traditional norms governing belief, are not

zetetic norms. Call this the plurality view.

The plurality view is compatible with the epistemic prioritarian stance that epistemic

norms of inquiry should be privileged over non-epistemic norms of inquiry. But in this

paper, I have argued that we can accept the plurality view while denying epistemic

prioritarianism for inquiry. This amounts to the claim that both epistemic and non-

epistemic norms of inquiry exist, are interesting and worth significant epistemological

21Alternatively, we might see this discussion as providing an argument that no zetetic norms are epistemic
norms.
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study.

A natural objection to this version of the plurality view is that it needs to be explained

why zetetic epistemology is a species of epistemology, if many of the most important

norms studied by zetetic epistemologists are not epistemic norms. This is an important

objection, and I think that it will be a fruitful topic of discussion in coming years as the

nature (Conee 2016; Lyons 2016; McGrath 2016), existence (Chisholm 1991; Cohen 2016a,b)

and importance (Cohen 2016a; Dotson 2019) of epistemic rationality comes to be a topic

increasing controversy. To a certain extent, I am happy to sidestep these classificatory

debates: readers willing to accept my views as claims within the philosophy of mind,

or even ethics, are invited to do so. But here are two reasons why you might think

that a non-prioritarian zetetic epistemology is nonetheless an important project within

epistemology.

The first point to appreciate is that we need to avoid becoming stuck within a histori-

cally constrained understanding of the subject matter of epistemology. As we have seen,

the notion that epistemology studies a separate type of epistemic normativity was popu-

larized in the 1950s, and a value-based conception of the epistemic became popular only

in the 1980s as epistemologists sought to loosen the conceptual ties between epistemic

justification and the analysis of knowledge. From within the current state of epistemology,

it can appear strange to deny a value-based conception of normative epistemology, just

as the value-based approach appeared strange and revisionary to earlier theorists whose

views were often closer to the narrow knowledge-based conception, and just as Firth and

Chisholm’s project would have appeared strange to midcentury epistemologists who did

not always conceive of epistemology as a normative discipline.

Each of these expansionary moves was driven by normative data. Firth and Chisholm

argued that we needed to think of epistemology as a normative discipline in order to ac-

count for the meanings of epistemic terms such as evidence and knowledge. But epistemic

terms involving doxastic attitudes are not the only terms studied by epistemologists. The

nature and proper conduct of inquiry has been a central part of epistemology for thou-
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sands of years, attracting substantial attention from theorists as diverse as Plato, Descartes,

Peirce (1877) and Levi (1991). If it turns out that accounting for many central zetetic norms

involves moving beyond a value-based conception of the project of epistemology, then

this move should no more be resisted than Firth’s original move towards a notion of

epistemic rationality.

Second, epistemologists increasingly want to capture a type of normative assessment

that is sensitive to non-intellectual considerations which early analytic epistemologists

were less concerned with. For example, there has been much recent discussion of how, if

at all, the importance of avoiding racism, sexism and other forms of bias impacts norms

of rational belief and inquiry (Basu 2019; Bolinger forthcoming). Many authors think that

these considerations can be accommodated using a traditional conception of the epistemic,

while other authors have argued that practices which fare well on traditional epistemic

standards may nonetheless need to be revised in order to promote other values, such as

resisting oppression (Dotson 2019). It is, of course, open to traditional epistemologists

to show how these considerations can be accommodated within a value-based epistemic

approach, but an increasing number of epistemologists are unwilling to accept that if

considerations of antiracism and nonbias cannot be accommodated within the traditional

epistemic approach, then we should conclude that these considerations are not part of the

subject matter of epistemology.

Here there is an instructive analogy with the midcentury expansion of the scope of

ethical assessment. Going into the middle of the twentieth century, it was often held that

concerns of friendship, love, care and affection were personal matters, to be distinguished

from the purely impersonal subject matter of ethics (Firth 1952). Sustained criticism by

feminists (Gilligan 1982; Noddings 1984) and other scholars (Blum 1988; Nagel 1986)

argued that personal relationships are intimately bound up with ethical activity, and as

a result that any normative ethical theory which left out these relationships would be in

an important sense incomplete, or even false. This criticism was largely successful, and it

is now widely regarded as mandatory for an ethical theory to account for the normative
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importance of personal relationships such as friendship and kinship.

Zetetic epistemologists increasingly argue that we cannot understand the norms gov-

erning inquiry without positing a robust and systematic influence of traditionally non-

epistemic values such as interests and desires on epistemic norms. We inquire not only to

learn the truth, but also to learn how to act on the world in order to advance our aims, and

more generally to promote value for ourselves and others. This claim may well be false,

just as it could have been false that personal relationships have any normative relevance

to how we ought to act. And it could be that the normative influence of non-epistemic

values can be accounted for in epistemic terms, just as impersonal moral theorists strive

to account for the importance of personal relationships in impersonal terms. But if non-

epistemic values affect rational inquiry, and if that influence cannot be accounted for by

appeal to purely epistemic values, then it is hard to see how we can maintain a traditional

value-based approach to the epistemological study of inquiry without provoking the same

charges that were leveled against midcentury ethics: that the resulting norms are in an

important sense incomplete, or even false.

The plurality view does not propose that we abandon the study of purely epistemic

norms of inquiry, any more than the majority of feminists would have proposed we aban-

don reflection upon the impersonal consequences of our actions. But if zetetic epistemolo-

gists are correct in positing a variety of systematic, uncontroversial and difference-making

reasons for inquiry which are needed to account for central epistemic terms and to play

key theoretical roles for rationality, then it becomes increasingly tempting to move beyond

a traditional value-based conception of epistemology in order to develop a complete and

correct account of rational inquiry.
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Shah, Nishi. 2003. “How truth governs belief.” Philosophical Review 112:447–482.

—. 2006. “A new argument for evidentialism.” Philosophical Quarterly 56:481–498.

Sharadin, Nathaniel. 2018. “Epistemic instrumentalism and the reason to believe in accord

with the evidence.” Synthese 195:3791–3809.

Siscoe, Robert Weston. forthcoming. “Belief, rational and justified.” Mind forthcoming.

Sosa, Ernest. forthcoming. “Suspension and evidentialism.” Synthese forthcoming.

Stroud, Sarah. 2006. “Epistemic partiality in friendship.” Ethics 116:498–524.

37



Way, Jonathan. 2012. “Transmission and the wrong kind of reason.” Ethics 122:489–515.

Whitcomb, Dennis. 2010. “Curiosity was framed.” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research

81:664–687.

38


