
Belief as the Termination of Inquiry*

Abstract. It is widely held that belief constitutively aims at truth. The slogan
is asked to explain why only evidence can be treated as a reason for belief, why “I
believe that p, but not-p” is absurd, why belief cannot be formed at will, and what
distinguishes belief from neighboring attitudes. I argue that the slogan cannot do this
work. Once it is disambiguated, it is either a thin correctness claim that is true of many
representational states and therefore explains nothing distinctive of belief, or a thick
constitutive or teleological claim that is false. Belief is not an attempt to hit the truth,
nor is it the attitude whose essence is obedience to a truth-norm. What is constitutive
of belief is a functional role in inquiry: to believe that p is to have closed the question
whether p by treating p as settled for theoretical and practical reasoning. Truth is
the success condition of the inquiry that belief terminates, not the constitutive aim of
the state that results. This account explains the standard data without inflating truth
into an aim, a function, or a constitutive norm of the attitude itself. It also clarifies
the relation between belief and credence, the status of suspended judgment, and the
limited sense in which belief can be assessed as correct or incorrect.

I. The Slogan and Its Burden

Bernard Williams wrote that “beliefs aim at truth.”1 The remark has become a fixed point
in the philosophy of mind, epistemology, and the ethics of belief. It is invoked to individuate
belief among the propositional attitudes, to ground evidentialism, to explain Moorean absur-
dity, to underwrite doxastic involuntarism, and, in some hands, to support the normativity
of content.2 The literature that has grown up around the slogan is large and sophisticated.
What has not been sufficiently pressed is a simple question: what, exactly, must be true of
belief if the slogan is to carry the explanatory load assigned to it?

My answer is that nothing of the required kind is true of belief. There is a correct and
nearly trivial observation in the neighborhood: a belief that p is true if and only if p, and
in that thin sense a belief is “correct” when its content obtains. That observation does
not individuate belief, does not explain transparency in doxastic deliberation, and does not
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generate a norm with authority over believers. The thicker readings—teleological and consti-
tutively normative—fail for different reasons. Teleological accounts either anthropomorphize
a state or relocate the aim to a subpersonal system whose aims are not the aims of belief.
Constitutive-norm accounts either make the relevant “ought” too weak to explain the data
or too strong to be constitutive of an attitude creatures like us actually have.

The positive proposal is that belief is constitutively a settling attitude. To believe that
p is to have terminated inquiry into whether p by taking p as a premise in theoretical
and practical reasoning. Suspended judgment is the attitude of leaving the question open;
credence short of belief is a way of remaining uncommitted while still guiding action under
risk. Truth enters the story as what a successful inquiry gets right, not as what the resulting
state aims at. Once this role is in place, the phenomena that the aim thesis was supposed
to explain fall out without remainder.

Two clarifications at the outset. First, I am not denying that truth matters, that false
belief is a failure, or that evidence bears on what to believe. I am denying that these facts
are best captured by saying that belief aims at truth. Second, I am not offering a reductive
analysis of belief in non-mental terms. Settling is itself a psychological and normative status.
The claim is that this status, not directedness at truth, is what makes an attitude a belief.

II. What the Aim Thesis Is Supposed to Explain

The aim thesis is not a picturesque restatement of the T-schema. It is offered as an expla-
nation of several clustered features of belief.

Transparency. In answering the question whether to believe that p, one treats the ques-
tion as giving way to the question whether p. Considerations that do not bear on whether
p—that believing p would be comforting, professionally advantageous, or morally uplifting—
are not so much outweighed as misplaced. They are not the right kind of consideration.3
Shah and Velleman take this “transparency” of doxastic deliberation to be the central datum.
An account of belief must explain why the deliberative question whether to believe that p
collapses into whether p.

Moorean absurdity. There is something deeply defective about judging or asserting “I
believe that it is raining, but it is not raining,” or “It is raining, but I do not believe that it
is raining.” The defect is not merely pragmatic. It seems to involve a clash internal to the
attitudes themselves.4

Involuntarism. One cannot believe at will, at least not in the way one can raise one’s arm
at will. Offered a large sum to believe that the number of stars is even, a subject who has

3Shah, “How Truth Governs Belief”; Shah and Velleman, “Doxastic Deliberation.” On reasons of the wrong
kind, see Pamela Hieronymi, “The Wrong Kind of Reason,” Journal of Philosophy 102 (2005): 437–57.

4G. E. Moore, “A Reply to My Critics,” in The Philosophy of G. E. Moore, ed. P. A. Schilpp (Evanston:
Northwestern University Press, 1942). For discussion in connection with the aim of belief, see Williams,
“Deciding to Believe.”
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no evidence on the matter cannot simply comply.5 Williams took this to be a consequence
of the aim of belief: to believe at will would be to form a belief without regard to its truth,
which is incompatible with the attitude’s aim.

Individuation. Imagining that p, assuming that p, hoping that p, and accepting that
p for the sake of argument all involve some relation to the proposition that p. Belief is
supposed to be the attitude that, unlike these, is directed at p’s being true. Without some
such directedness, the objection runs, we lose our grip on what belief is.6

Correctness. A false belief is, in some sense, a failed or incorrect belief, even when it is
rational, well supported, and blameless. A true belief is, in that same sense, correct. The
aim thesis is often taken to explain this standard of correctness: the belief is correct when
it achieves what it aims at.7

These phenomena are real. An account of belief should accommodate them. The question
is whether “belief aims at truth” is the right explanation, and in what sense of “aims.”

III. Three Readings

The literature distinguishes, sometimes sharply and sometimes not, among three ways of
taking the slogan.8

The correctness reading. A belief that p is correct if and only if p is true. “Aim” is a
metaphor for this standard. Wedgwood, for example, proposes to interpret the slogan as the
normative claim that a belief is correct if and only if the proposition believed is true.9

The teleological reading. Belief, or the system that produces and maintains it, has truth
as a goal or function. Velleman’s early formulation is representative: belief aims at truth
in that it is regulated—formed, revised, extinguished—for truth, and this regulation is the
work of cognitive systems whose function, conferred by selection or training, is to produce
true representation.10 Steglich-Petersen, McHugh, and others develop versions on which the
agent, or the attitude as an exercise of a competence, aims at truth.11

The constitutive-norm reading. It is essential to belief, or to the concept of belief, that
belief is subject to a truth-norm: one ought to believe that p only if p, or one ought to
believe that p if and only if p, or some restricted variant designed to avoid the obligation to

5Williams, “Deciding to Believe.”
6Velleman, “The Aim of Belief”; Pascal Engel, “Truth and the Aim of Belief,” in Laws and Models in Science,
ed. D. Gillies (London: King’s College Publications, 2004).

7Wedgwood, “The Aim of Belief”; Daniel Whiting, “Should I Believe the Truth?,” Dialectica 64 (2010):
213–24.

8Useful surveys are Hamid Vahid, “Aiming at Truth: Doxastic vs. Epistemic Goals,” Philosophical Studies
131 (2006): 303–35; Conor McHugh and Daniel Whiting, “The Normativity of Belief,” Analysis 74 (2014):
698–713; and the essays in Timothy Chan, ed., The Aim of Belief (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).

9Wedgwood, “The Aim of Belief,” 267.
10Velleman, “The Aim of Belief,” 253.
11Asbjørn Steglich-Petersen, “No Norm Needed: On the Aim of Belief,” Philosophical Quarterly 56 (2006):
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believe all truths.12 Shah treats the norm as built into the concept; Wedgwood treats it as
essential to the nature of the attitude. On either version, to grasp what belief is is to grasp
that it is assessable as right or wrong by the standard of truth.

These readings are often combined. Velleman holds both a regulation claim and a cor-
rectness claim and takes the latter to follow from the former. Shah and Velleman argue that
a purely teleological account cannot explain transparency in conscious deliberation and so
must be supplemented by a conceptual truth-norm that is in force when one deliberates.13

For present purposes the combinations matter less than the fact that each reading, taken as
an account of what is distinctive of belief, fails.

IV. Against the Teleological Reading

The teleological reading faces a dilemma. Either “aim” is attributed to the believer, or it
is attributed to a subpersonal mechanism. Neither attribution yields what the aim thesis
needs.

If the believer aims at truth in believing that p, then believing that p is something like
trying to get p right. But this over-intellectualizes ordinary belief. Most beliefs are not
formed as the upshot of an attempt. One finds oneself believing that the kettle has boiled,
that a colleague is in the corridor, that 17 is prime. There is no aim one is pursuing in these
cases over and above whatever practical or perceptual activity is already under way. To
insist that there is nevertheless an aim of the belief is to treat the state as an agent. Beliefs
are not agents.14

The standard reply relocates the aim. It is not the believer who aims at truth in believing,
but the cognitive system that produces belief. The system has the function of yielding true
outputs, as the heart has the function of pumping blood. A false belief is then a malfunction
relative to that function.

This reply buys naturalism at the cost of explanatory disconnection. The function of a
system can explain why the system tends to produce certain outputs. It does not explain
why, from the believer’s point of view, only considerations that bear on whether p count
as reasons to believe that p. The heart’s function does not make “this would pump more
blood” a reason the agent must acknowledge in deciding whether to exercise. Likewise, that
a belief-forming system has the biological function of tracking truth does not make truth
the consideration that is constitutively in play when a person asks herself what to believe.
Transparency is a fact about deliberation, not about natural selection.

12Shah, “How Truth Governs Belief”; Boghossian, “The Normativity of Content”; Wedgwood, “The Aim of
Belief.” For restrictions designed to avoid believing all truths, see Krister Bykvist and Anandi Hattiangadi,
“Does Thought Imply Ought?,” Analysis 67 (2007): 277–85, and McHugh’s conditional formulations as
discussed in later literature.

13Shah and Velleman, “Doxastic Deliberation.”
14The point is widely noted; see Wedgwood, “The Aim of Belief,” and David Owens, “Does Belief Have an
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A further problem is exclusivity. Aims can compete and can be overridden. If truth is an
aim of the system that produces belief, it is one aim among others: survival, efficiency, social
coordination, reduction of computational cost. There is ample evidence that belief-forming
processes systematically sacrifice accuracy for speed, coherence with existing commitments,
and coalition signaling.15 If the teleological theorist replies that those processes are not,
strictly speaking, belief-forming processes, or that they produce belief only when they are
regulated for truth, the account becomes circular. The attitude is identified as belief by its
being regulated for truth, and it is said to be regulated for truth because it is belief.

Owens pressed a related exclusivity objection: if belief has an aim, it should be possible,
at least in principle, to trade that aim against others, as one trades the aim of hitting a
target against the aim of conserving arrows. But there is no intelligible standpoint from
which one weighs “getting p right” against “being comforted by p” as competing aims of one
and the same activity of believing.16 The teleologist can answer that the aim is exclusive
because it is constitutive. That answer abandons the distinctive content of the teleological
reading and collapses it into the constitutive-norm reading.

Finally, the teleological reading has trouble with degrees. Partial belief, or credence, is
not happily described as aiming at truth. A credence of 0.6 that the train is late is not
an attempt that has 60 percent succeeded in hitting the truth. Accuracy-first epistemology
offers scoring rules that make precise a sense in which credences can be closer to or farther
from the truth.17 Those rules evaluate a credence function; they do not show that each
credal state is an aiming. If full belief is simply credence above a threshold, the aim thesis
becomes a claim about an arbitrarily selected band of an accuracy-evaluable function. If full
belief is a different kind of state, the teleologist owes an account of how one kind of state
aims at truth while the other is merely scored for accuracy. Neither option is attractive.

V. Against Constitutive Normativism

The constitutive-norm reading avoids anthropomorphism. It does not say that beliefs try to
do anything. It says that it is essential to belief that it is correct if and only if true, or that
one ought to believe that p only if p. The difficulty is to specify a norm that is at once strong
enough to explain the data and weak enough to be constitutive of an attitude we actually
have.

An unrestricted prescription to believe all and only truths is hopeless. There are too
many truths, many of them inaccessible, trivial, or too complex for any finite mind.18 So the

15The empirical literature is large. For philosophical discussion of systematically non-truth-aimed belief, see
David Papineau, “There Are No Norms of Belief,” in Chan, The Aim of Belief, 64–79.

16Owens, “Does Belief Have an Aim?” See also Ema Sullivan-Bissett and Paul Noordhof, “A Defence of
Owens’ Exclusivity Objection,” Philosophical Studies 163 (2013): 453–57.

17Richard Pettigrew, Accuracy and the Laws of Credence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).
18Bykvist and Hattiangadi, “Does Thought Imply Ought?”
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norm is restricted. One believes that p only if p; or, if one considers whether p, one ought to
believe that p if and only if p; or, if one has some doxastic attitude toward p, that attitude
ought to be belief if and only if p is true.19 Each restriction creates a new problem.

“Believe that p only if p” is a prohibition on false belief. It does not explain why, when
the evidence is in and p is true, one ought to believe that p rather than suspend. It therefore
cannot explain the positive pressure of evidence, nor the sense in which refusing to believe
an obvious truth one has considered is a failure of belief rather than a mere omission.

“If one considers whether p, then one ought to believe that p iff p” makes the norm
conditional on considering. But considering is cheap, and the resulting obligation is still an
obligation to believe truths one has no evidence for, provided one has raised the question. It
also fails to explain what is wrong with believing contrary to overwhelming evidence when,
as luck has it, the belief is true. The norm, being a truth-norm rather than an evidence-norm,
issues the wrong permissions.

Defenders reply that the truth-norm grounds, but is not identical with, norms of evidence
and justification. Because one ought to believe only truths, and because evidence is a guide
to truth, one ought to believe in accordance with the evidence.20 This grounding story is
weaker than it appears. Many things are guides to truth—reliable testimony, valid inference,
perception under good conditions, and also, in particular environments, wishful patterns that
happen to correlate with the facts. The truth-norm does not by itself privilege evidence over
other truth-conducive means. Still less does it explain why, in deliberation, non-evidential
considerations are not merely unreliable guides but the wrong kind of reason. The wrong-
kind-of-reason problem is not a problem about reliability. It is a problem about the identity
of the attitude.

A deeper difficulty is authority. If the truth-norm is constitutive of belief, its authority
cannot be the authority of a rule one might accept or reject. To be in the state is already
to be subject to the norm. That is the point of constitutivity. But then the norm cannot
explain why a believer is criticizable for violating it, except in the anemic sense in which a
false utterance of a declarative sentence is “incorrect.” Constitutive rules of this thin sort
apply to many states. A guess that p is, in the same thin sense, correct if and only if p.
An assertion that p is correct only if p, on many accounts. A perceptual experience as of
p is accurate if and only if p. If “correct iff true” is constitutive of all of these, it does not
individuate belief and cannot explain what is special about doxastic deliberation.

Shah’s conceptual version looks more promising. The concept of belief, he argues, in-
cludes a standard of correctness, and it is the application of that concept in deliberation
that enforces transparency. When one asks “whether to believe that p,” one is asking a

19Wedgwood, “The Aim of Belief”; Conor McHugh, “The Truth Norm of Belief,” Pacific Philosophical
Quarterly 93 (2012): 8–30.

20Shah, “How Truth Governs Belief”; Whiting, “Should I Believe the Truth?”
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question that, given the concept, can be answered only by settling whether p.21 The trouble
is that this makes transparency a fact about a concept rather than a fact about an attitude.
Creatures who lacked our concept of belief could still have beliefs, and those beliefs would
still be unresponsive, in the relevant way, to practical inducements. Conversely, someone
who possessed the concept but was in a state of accepting p for practical reasons would not,
by possessing the concept, thereby be believing. The concept may track the attitude; it does
not constitute the mechanism that makes the attitude transparent.

Glüer and Wikforss have argued, more generally, that content and belief are not consti-
tutively normative in the sense required.22 One can add a narrower point. Even if some
norm is essential to belief, it is not a truth-norm. The norms that actually govern believers
are norms of evidence, coherence, and responsible inquiry. Those norms mention truth only
indirectly, as what evidence indicates or what inquiry seeks. To build truth into the essence
of the attitude is to mistake the success condition of a practice for the identity of one of its
terminal states.

VI. Belief as Settling

The alternative begins from a mundane observation. A great deal of cognitive life consists
in asking questions and ending them. One asks whether the shop is still open, whether the
proof is valid, whether a friend is trustworthy. Sometimes one leaves the question open.
Sometimes one closes it. Belief is the attitude that closes it.

More precisely:
(S) To believe that p is to treat the question whether p as settled in the affirmative, in

a way that licenses taking p as a premise in theoretical and practical reasoning and that
removes whether p from the agenda of inquiry.

Several features of (S) need comment.
First, settling is not mere high credence. One can have a credence of 0.95 that a ticket will

lose and still treat the question as open for certain purposes—checking the draw, declining
to throw the ticket away. Belief is the further step of taking the matter as closed. This is
why lottery propositions are the standard embarrassment for threshold views of belief. The
threshold can be met while the question remains, in the relevant sense, unsettled.23

Second, settling is not irrevocable. One can reopen a question. Doing so is ceasing to
believe, or at least ceasing to believe fully. The stability of belief is a default, not an essence.
What is essential is the present status: the question is not now on the agenda, and p is
available as a premise.

21Shah, “How Truth Governs Belief,” 467–73.
22Kathrin Glüer and Åsa Wikforss, “Against Belief Normativity,” in Chan, The Aim of Belief, 80–99.
23On lotteries and the premise role of belief, see Dana Nelkin, “The Lottery Paradox, Knowledge, and Ra-

tionality,” Philosophical Review 109 (2000): 373–409; and discussions of belief as a premise-grade attitude
in the wake of Mark Kaplan and, later, Jake Chandler and others.
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Third, settling is not the same as knowing. One can settle a question on the basis of
insufficient evidence, testimony one should not have trusted, or a calculation that happens
to be wrong. The resulting state is still belief. Knowledge is successful settling, or settling
that meets further conditions. The aim thesis goes wrong in part by reading the success
condition of settling back into the nature of the state.

Fourth, settling is question-relative. One believes that p relative to the question whether
p, or to a family of questions that p would answer. This is why partial belief and frag-
mentedness are not anomalies. A subject can have settled whether the restaurant is open
without having settled whether it is the same restaurant she visited a decade ago, even if
the propositions are, in some sense, close. Belief is not a relation to an unstructured set of
propositions; it is a relation to propositions as answers.

Fifth, (S) is compatible with a modest representationalism. The state that settles the
question will typically involve a representation of p as obtaining. Nothing in the account
denies that belief has content, or that its content can be true or false. What is denied is that
the attitude is constituted by aiming at the truth of that content.

This picture is indebted to work on inquiry, especially Friedman’s account of suspension
as an inquiring attitude and related discussions of questions as the objects of interrogative
attitudes.24 The present claim is narrower and more aggressive. It is not only that inquiry
and suspension are philosophically central. It is that once they are given their due, the aim-
of-belief thesis loses its point. Belief is what is left when inquiry ends. It does not inherit an
aim from the activity it terminates, any more than a signed contract inherits an aim from
the negotiation that produced it.

VII. Explaining the Data

Return to the phenomena of section II.
Transparency. The question whether to believe that p is the question whether to settle

whether p in the affirmative. To decide that is already to decide whether p, because settling
in the affirmative is taking p to be the case. Practical considerations can bear on whether
to open or close a question—on whether the matter is worth inquiring into, whether one has
time, whether the stakes make further inquiry obligatory. They cannot bear on whether,
given that one is settling the question, the answer is yes. That is not a mysterious feature
of a truth-aim. It is the grammar of settling. One can have practical reasons to pretend, to
assume, or to accept for the sake of argument. Those are not ways of settling the question.
They leave the question in place and add a policy for talking or planning around it.

24Jane Friedman, “Suspended Judgment,” Philosophical Studies 162 (2013): 165–81; Friedman, “Inquiry and
Belief,” Noûs 53 (2019): 296–315. See also Hierarchical work on questions in inquisitive semantics, and
Pamela Hieronymi, “Responsibility for Believing,” Synthese 161 (2008): 357–73, on belief as settling a
question.
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This also explains the contrast with action. The question whether to φ does not give way
to a worldly question independent of one’s aims. That is because φ-ing is not the termination
of a question; it is the execution of an intention. Belief is not an action, and the transparency
of doxastic deliberation is not the transparency of practical deliberation with a built-in end.

Moorean absurdity. “I believe that p, but not-p” attempts to settle whether p in the
affirmative while simultaneously settling it in the negative. The clash is not that an aim
has missed its target while being represented as having hit it. The clash is that one cannot,
in a single stance, close a question both ways. “It is raining, but I do not believe that it
is raining” is defective because, in asserting that it is raining, one presents the question as
settled, while the second clause reports that it is not. The defect tracks the public act of
settling, which is why the absurdity is sharpest in assertion and in avowal.

Guesses do not generate the same absurdity. “I guess that p, but not-p” is odd if said in
one breath, but it is not Moore-paradoxical in the same way, because a guess does not settle.
The correctness reading, which applies equally to guesses, cannot mark this difference. The
settling account can.

Involuntarism. One cannot settle a question at will because settling is not a basic action.
It is the upshot of inquiry, perception, inference, or some other process that answers the
question. Offered money to believe that the number of stars is even, one can say the words,
adopt a policy of acting as if, even try to forget the evidential situation. What one cannot
do is make the question whether the number is even go away by deciding that it has been
answered. The obstacle is not that belief aims at truth and the will does not track truth.
The obstacle is that the will does not answer that question.

This leaves room for the familiar hard cases: beliefs formed under the influence of emotion,
self-deception, and motivated reasoning. Those are cases in which a question is closed by a
process that is not inquiry in the good sense. They are still settlings. That is why they yield
beliefs rather than pretenses, and why they remain criticizable as beliefs. Involuntarism is
not the claim that every belief is the output of clean inquiry. It is the claim that belief is
not available as a basic intentional action.

Individuation. Belief is distinguished from imagining, assuming, and hypothesizing by its
role: it takes the question off the table. Imagining that p leaves the question open. Assuming
that p for the sake of argument puts p in play under a scope restriction. Accepting that p
in Stalnaker’s sense may be a policy for a conversation without being a settling of the
corresponding inquiry.25 Hope that p is compatible with taking ¬p as the settled view. The
contrast does not require a unique aim. It requires a unique role in the economy of questions.

Correctness. A belief that p is true if and only if p. In that sense it is correct when the
answer one has settled on is the right answer. This is the thin correctness reading, now given
a home. The correctness of a belief is the correctness of an answer, not the achievement of

25Robert Stalnaker, Inquiry (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1984).
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an aim internal to a state. False belief is incorrect because it is a wrong answer that has been
treated as final, not because a telos has gone unfulfilled. Rational false belief is incorrect
in this thin sense and still beyond reproach as a settling, given the inquirer’s evidence and
obligations. The two evaluations—alethic and epistemic—come apart, as they should. The
aim thesis tends to run them together.

VIII. Belief, Credence, and the Limits of Accuracy

A persistent source of support for the aim thesis is the thought that cognition is in the
business of representing the world, and that representation has accuracy as its point. If
belief is the central representational attitude, how could it fail to aim at truth?

The reply is not that belief is non-representational. It is that representation underdeter-
mines attitude. Maps, perceptual experiences, memories, guesses, and credence functions all
represent, and all can be assessed for accuracy. What makes a state a belief is not that it
represents, nor that it is assessable for accuracy, but that it occupies the settling role.

This helps with the relation between belief and credence. Credences guide action under
uncertainty and can be more or less accurate. They do not, as such, close questions. A subject
with a well-calibrated credence of 0.7 that it will rain tomorrow is not, thereby, a subject
who believes that it will rain tomorrow. She is a subject who has not settled the question
and is managing the unsettledness. Bayesian epistemology describes that management with
great power. It does not describe belief unless it is supplemented with a story about when
a question is no longer being managed and has been answered.26

Accuracy-first programs can therefore be right about credence and silent about belief, or
they can try to recover belief as a coarse-graining of credence. The second strategy faces
the usual difficulties about lotteries, preface paradoxes, and the distinct functional profile
of premise-grade states.27 The settling account predicts those difficulties. A state that is
licensed to serve as a premise is not a rounded-off probability. It is a commitment that
inquiry has ended.

The account also predicts that there will be borderline cases. Some questions are provi-
sionally closed, closed for some purposes and not others, or closed with an implicit readiness
to reopen. That is the right result. Belief is not a perfectly sharp natural kind. The aim
thesis, by contrast, suggests a cleaner line than the phenomena support: either the state is
regulated for truth, or it is not belief. Ordinary cognitive life is less tidy.

26For resistance to reducing belief to credence, see inter alia Hannes Leitgeb, The Stability of Belief (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2017), and Julia Staffel, Unsettled Thoughts (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2019).

27David Christensen, “Putting Logic in Its Place,” Mind 113 (2004) is a locus classicus for preface-style
pressure on coarse belief.
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IX. Objections

Objection 1. The settling account smuggles the aim back in. Inquiry aims at truth, or at
knowledge. If belief is the termination of inquiry, it inherits that aim.

Inquiry does typically aim at a true answer, or at knowledge of the answer. That is a
claim about an activity, not about the state that exists when the activity stops. A search
aims at finding; the object found does not aim at being found. One can insist on a transferred
epithet—“the belief aims at truth because the inquiry did”—but then the slogan no longer
describes a constitutive feature of the attitude. It describes the history of some beliefs. Many
beliefs are not the products of inquiry in any robust sense. Perceptual beliefs, mnemonic
beliefs, and beliefs acquired in childhood are settlings that never passed through an episode
of interrogation. They can be true or false, revised or retained. They do not aim.

Moreover, inquiry can be closed badly. A subject who ends inquiry because she is tired,
because the answer is flattering, or because further evidence would be politically inconvenient
has still formed a belief. The activity’s aim was abandoned; the state is belief nonetheless.
If belief inherited the aim of inquiry, these would not be beliefs. They are.

Objection 2. Without a truth-aim, we cannot say what makes a settling a settling of the
question whether p rather than some other performance.

What makes it a settling of that question is that p is taken as the answer and used as a
premise accordingly. The identity of the question is given by its answers. This is not circular
in a vicious way. It is the ordinary dependence of interrogative content on propositional
content. One does not need an aim to individuate the question any more than one needs an
aim to individuate a request.

Objection 3. The account cannot explain the distinction between belief and other terminal
attitudes, such as acceptance or faith.

Acceptance, in the sense relevant here, is a policy of using p in reasoning without taking
the question whether p to be closed. An engineer may accept that a load is 10 kN for
the purposes of a calculation while remaining agnostic, or even doubtful, about the true
load. Faith, in at least some of its religious and interpersonal uses, is a commitment that
is understood by the subject not to be a closing of an empirical question. Where faith is
simply belief on thin evidence, it is belief, and the account classifies it as such. Where it is
a practical stance that leaves the question open, it is not belief. The distinctions are real,
and they are distinctions among roles, not among aims.

Objection 4. Normativism can be reformulated as a norm of settling: settle whether p in
the affirmative only if p.

One can say that. It is the thin correctness claim again, now applied to answers. It
does not restore a constitutive truth-aim of belief, and it does not ground evidential norms
by itself. The norms that govern settling are norms of inquiry: gather evidence when the
stakes and the unclarity demand it; do not close a question to which one’s evidence remains
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open; do not reopen questions compulsively; take expert testimony seriously in domains of
expertise. Those norms mention truth as what one is trying to get right when one inquires.
They do not make truth the essence of the terminal state.

Objection 5. The view cannot accommodate implicit belief, animal belief, or the beliefs of
small children, who do not inquire.

If “inquiry” is understood as an explicit, self-conscious interrogation, the objection is well
taken and the understanding should be rejected. The relevant notion is broader. A creature
inquires, in the sense needed here, when it treats a distinction in the world as unresolved for
the guidance of action and then resolves it. A dog that searches for a ball and then stops
searching because it has taken the ball to be under the sofa has settled a question. A child
who reaches for a cup that is where she last saw it has settled a question. No inner soliloquy
is required. What is required is the contrast between unresolved and resolved guidance.
Adult human inquiry is a sophisticated form of that contrast, not a different kind of thing.

Objection 6. Knowledge, not settling, is the constitutive status. Some will prefer
Williamson’s knowledge-first orientation, or the view that belief aims at knowledge rather
than truth.28

Knowledge-first views can be friendly to much of the above. If knowledge is the cen-
tral state, belief may be treated as a kind of botched or stripped-down knowledge, and
the settling role may belong originally to knowledge. Two points of resistance. First, the
phenomena that made the aim-of-belief thesis look obligatory—transparency, Moorean ab-
surdity, involuntarism—are phenomena of belief, including false and unjustified belief. They
are not reserved for knowledge. Any view that treats belief as merely derivative must still
say what belief is when knowledge is absent. Settling does that. Second, taking knowledge
as the aim of belief reintroduces the structure just rejected, with a more demanding target.
The same dilemmas arise. Does the believer aim at knowledge? Does a subpersonal system?
Is there a constitutive knowledge-norm? The settling account can say, more modestly, that
knowledge is the standard of successful settling. That is a claim about evaluation, not about
constitution.

X. Implications

If belief is the termination of inquiry, several further disputes change shape.
Evidentialism. The thesis that only evidence provides reasons for belief is approximately

true, but not because belief aims at truth and evidence indicates truth. It is true because
the reasons to close a question in one way rather than another are reasons that bear on the
answer. Practical reasons can be reasons to inquire or to stop inquiring; they are not reasons

28Timothy Williamson, Knowledge and Its Limits (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); John Gibbons,
“Knowledge versus Truth,” in Epistemic Norms, ed. Clayton Littlejohn and John Turri (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2013).

12



for an answer. Evidentialism, so understood, is a thesis about the kinds of consideration
that settle questions, not a theorem derived from a constitutive aim.

Doxastic voluntarism. The interesting question is not whether belief is an action. It is
which aspects of our interrogative lives are under voluntary control. One can often choose
whether to inquire, how long to inquire, whose testimony to seek, and when to stop. One
cannot choose the answer independently of what one takes to close the question. Debates
that treat voluntarism as an all-or-nothing claim about the attitude miss this structure.

The ethics of belief. Clifford’s injunction and James’s counter-injunction are best read
as norms of inquiry and of closing.29 In high-stakes matters, leaving a question open may be
obligatory; in matters where evidence will not decide and action is required, settling on thin
grounds may be permissible. These are not conflicts between a truth-aim and a practical
aim of one and the same state. They are conflicts among the norms that govern when a
question may be closed.

Higher-order evidence. Evidence that one’s inquiry was defective is, on this view, evidence
that a question was closed too soon or by the wrong means. The rational response is often
to reopen. That need not take the form of “level-splitting” or of a special calibrationist
rule. It is the ordinary demand not to treat as settled what one’s present position reveals as
unclosed.30 False belief can remain settled in the face of such evidence; what it cannot do is
remain beyond criticism as a settling.

The value of truth. Truth remains valuable as the property answers have when they get
the world right. Inquiry is valuable, in part, because it is a way of getting answers that
have that property. None of this requires truth to be the constitutive aim of belief. Inflating
a success condition into an essence is a familiar philosophical mistake. It should not be
repeated here.

XI. Conclusion

The claim that belief aims at truth has seemed obligatory because some connection between
belief and truth is obligatory. There is such a connection. Beliefs have true or false contents;
a belief that p is true just when p; settling a question is successful when the answer is true;
and the activity of inquiry is intelligible as a search for such answers. None of these facts
is well expressed by saying that the attitude of belief aims at truth. That way of talking
suggests an attempt, a function, or a constitutive norm that the attitude does not have,
and it obscures the feature that does individuate belief among the attitudes: its role as the
termination of a question.

29W. K. Clifford, “The Ethics of Belief,” Contemporary Review 29 (1877); William James, “The Will to
Believe,” in The Will to Believe and Other Essays (New York: Longmans, Green, 1897).

30On higher-order evidence, see David Christensen, “Higher-Order Evidence,” Philosophy and Phenomeno-
logical Research 81 (2010): 185–215; Maria Lasonen-Aarnio, “Higher-Order Evidence and the Limits of
Defeat,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 88 (2014): 314–45.
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To believe that p is to treat whether p as closed and to take p as a premise. That is a
modest claim. It is also, I have argued, the claim that does the work the aim thesis was
supposed to do. If that is right, a large literature has been organized around a metaphor
that should be retired. What remains is not a thinner theory of belief, but a different one:
a theory on which the central phenomenon is not a state taking aim, but a question coming
to an end.
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