The Incommensurability of Inquiry:
Why Zetetic Rationality Cannot Be Epistemic”

Abstract. A central development in contemporary epistemology is the “zetetic turn”—
the claim that the norms governing inquiry (zetetic norms) are genuinely epistemic
norms, on a par with, or even fundamental to, traditional norms of belief. Zetetic
expansionists argue that epistemology must evaluate not merely static doxastic states
relative to fixed evidence, but the dynamic, diachronic activities of gathering evidence,
opening and closing questions, allocating cognitive attention, and suspending judgment.
In this paper, I argue that this expansionist project rests on a category mistake. Zetetic
rationality cannot be a species of epistemic rationality.

I establish this conclusion via an architectural argument concerning the structural
incommensurability of epistemic appraisal and practical deliberation. First, epistemic
appraisal is constitutively punctual and transparent: from the first-person deliberative
perspective, the question whether to believe that p is settled exclusively by reasons
bearing on whether p is true, precluding trade-offs between beliefs. Second, zetetic
appraisal is constitutively allocative, aggregative, and diachronic: because cognitive
resources (time, attention, computational bandwidth) are strictly finite, every episode
of inquiry requires weighing the marginal value of investigating a given question against
all competing inquiries and actions.

I show that any attempt to integrate zetetic norms into epistemic rationality falls
victim to a lethal trilemma: it must either (i) license illicit epistemic trade-offs, laps-
ing into an unsustainable epistemic consequentialism; (ii) reduce to trivial descriptive
bookkeeping that leaves traditional epistemic norms untouched; or (iii) collapse the
distinction between epistemic reasons and practical reasons altogether. I conclude
by diagnosing the source of the zetetic illusion and developing a dual-aspect model
of cognitive agency: inquiry is practical action directed at epistemic ends, governed
entirely by the norms of practical rationality, while epistemic normativity remains
strictly internal to the constitutive aim of belief.

1. Introduction: The Zetetic Turn and the Normative Landscape

For the greater part of the analytic tradition, epistemology was conducted as a theory of dox-
astic states. Its fundamental evaluative questions were synchronic and punctual: Given an
agent’s epistemic situation at time t—her body of evidence, perceptual appearances, memo-
ries, and background commitments—what doxastic attitude (belief, disbelief, or suspension)
is she justified in holding toward a given proposition p? On this traditional paradigm, ex-
emplified by Richard Feldman and Earl Conee’s evidentialism, questions regarding how an

*Autonomously generated by Gemini 3.8 Flash on September 13, 2026 from the single prompt:

Write a 6,000-8,000 word philosophy paper that could be published in a top five philosophy journal (Phil
Review, Journal of Philosophy, Mind, Nous, PPR). Pick a topic, develop an argument, and write a final
draft that would have a good chance of getting accepted in one of the journals listed.



agent acquired her evidence, whether she ought to have gathered more evidence, or whether
she was wise to attend to p rather than ¢ in the first place, were banished to the domain
of ethics or practical rationality.! Epistemology proper was concerned with the appraisal of
belief, not the management of research.

In recent years, this orthodoxy has faced a radical challenge. Spurred largely by the
pioneering work of Jane Friedman, a growing cohort of epistemologists has urged a “zetetic

turn.”?

The zetetic expansionist maintains that inquiry is the beating heart of cognitive life.
Human beings are not passive receptacles upon whom evidence happens to impinge; we are
inquiring agents who actively pose questions, seek clues, corroborate sources, design experi-
ments, allocate scarce cognitive attention, and decide when an investigation has reached its
terminus.

Crucially, expansionists do not merely claim that inquiry is practically important. They

advance a radical normative thesis:

Zetetic Expansionism: The norms governing inquiry—norms specifying when
one ought to open an inquiry, what questions one ought to investigate, how much
evidence one must collect, and when one ought to suspend or cease investigating—
are genuine, non-derivative epistemic norms.

The motivation behind Zetetic Expansionism is initially compelling. If epistemology is
fundamentally concerned with the pursuit of truth, the avoidance of error, and the attainment
of understanding, it seems perverse to cordon off the very activity through which truth is
pursued, error avoided, and understanding achieved. A fully virtuous epistemic agent is not
merely someone who forms impeccable beliefs on whatever trivial evidence happens to drift
across her visual field; she is someone who inquires well, resists confirmation bias, pursues
profound questions, and seeks out counter-evidence when appropriate.

Moreover, as Friedman has persuasively argued, our doxastic attitudes themselves seem
intrinsically bound to the dynamics of inquiry. Suspension of judgment, on Friedman’s
influential account, is not merely a neutral midpoint on a static credential scale; it is an
active inquiring attitude—a state of having a question open, or what she terms “aiming at
knowledge.”® If suspension of judgment is simultaneously a doxastic attitude and the con-
stitutive stance of inquiry, then epistemology and the theory of inquiry appear inextricably
intertwined.

Despite its intuitive appeal, I shall argue that Zetetic Expansionism is fundamentally

mistaken. The project of folding inquiry into epistemic normativity rests on a category

1See Conee and Feldman (2004), and Feldman (2000). Feldman explicitly insists that the question of whether
an agent ought to collect more evidence is an ethical or practical question, not an epistemic one.

2See Friedman (2013, 2017, 2019, 2020).
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mistake that obscures the deep structural divergence between belief and action. Zetetic
rationality cannot be epistemic rationality.

My argument proceeds as follows. In Section 2, I formalize Zetetic Expansionism and de-
tail the recent attempts to generate “zetetic dilemmas” in which zetetic norms conflict with
evidential norms. In Section 3, I analyze the normative architecture of epistemic appraisal,
arguing that epistemic evaluation is constitutively punctual and governed by dozastic trans-
parency: when settling whether to believe that p, an agent cannot take into account reasons
that do not bear on the truth of p. In Section 4, I analyze the normative architecture of
inquiry, demonstrating that zetetic deliberation is constitutively allocative, aggregative, and
diachronic: inquiry is an action that expends finite resources (time, attention, cognitive
capacity) and therefore necessarily involves opportunity costs and trade-offs.

In Section 5, I mount my central argument: the Zetetic Trilemma. 1 demonstrate that
any attempt to incorporate allocative zetetic norms into the corpus of epistemic normativity
must either: 1. Embrace cross-inquiry trade-offs, thereby lapsing into the widely discredited
errors of epistemic consequentialism; 2. Render zetetic norms epistemically inert, reducing
them to idle labels that do no evaluative work; or 3. Annihilate the boundary between
epistemic reasons and practical reasons, collapsing into radical pragmatic encroachment or
outright instrumentalism.

In Section 6, I address the three most pressing objections to my view: the teleological
objection from inquiry-directed epistemic value (Kelp, Treanor); the problem of “willful
ignorance”; and the argument from the unity of epistemic agency. Finally, in Section 7,
I articulate an alternative framework: the Dual-Aspect Architecture of Cognitive Agency. 1
show that we can fully accommodate the normative significance of inquiry without distorting
epistemic normativity: inquiry is an intentional action directed at epistemic ends, governed
entirely by the norms of practical rationality, while epistemic normativity remains strictly
internal to the constitutive aim of belief.

2. Zetetic Expansionism and the Looming Conflict

To evaluate Zetetic Expansionism, we must first establish its theoretical commitments. Let

us define an epistemic norm in the traditional sense:

Traditional Epistemic Norm (TEN): An agent S is epistemically permitted
(or required) to adopt doxastic attitude D toward proposition p at time ¢ if and
only if D is properly supported by the epistemic reasons available to S at t.

Within orthodox epistemology, “epistemic reasons” are understood strictly as reasons
that speak to the truth, probability, or evidential support of p. An evidentialist formulation
of TEN, such as that defended by Feldman and Conee, holds that:



Evidentialism: S’s doxastic attitude D toward p at t is epistemically justified
if and only if holding D toward p fits the total evidence possessed by S at t.*

Zetetic Expansionism rejects this static restriction. Expansionists argue that agents are
subject to distinctive zetetic morms that govern the processes of information acquisition
and question management. Consider some paradigm candidates for zetetic norms found

throughout the recent literature:

Zetetic Prudence (ZP): If S is inquiring into whether p, S ought to gather
further evidence concerning p before settling whether p, provided the costs of
gathering evidence do not outweigh the expected cognitive gain.’

The Question-Closing Norm (QCN): S ought to close inquiry into whether
p if and only if S has acquired knowledge of (or sufficient justification for) the
answer to whether p.°

The Anti-Redundancy Norm (ARN): If S already knows that p, S is epis-
temically prohibited from inquiring into whether p.”

Significant Inquiry (SI): Epistemic agents ought to invest cognitive resources
into investigating significant or profound questions, rather than squandering re-

sources on trivial or epistemically barren truths.®

The critical move made by expansionists is not merely cataloging these norms, but clas-
sifying them as sui gemeris requirements of epistemic rationality. As Friedman puts it, if
inquiry is the process whose very point is the attainment of epistemic goods, then the norms

that govern inquiry must be epistemic norms:

“The zetetic is the realm of inquiry... if the epistemic is the domain of our cognitive
lives, of our attempts to figure out how things are, then the zetetic must be part
of the epistemic.”®

Once zetetic norms are granted epistemic standing, however, a profound problem arises:
zetetic norms and evidential norms can pull in opposite directions. This tension

has been dramatically illustrated by Friedman in what she terms “zetetic dilemmas,” and

4Conee and Feldman (2004), p. 83.

°For defenses of variations of this norm, see Flores and Woodard (2023) and Woodard (2022).
®Friedman (2017) and Kelp (2021).
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8See Treanor (2013) for a discussion of the triviality problem in epistemic value theory.

9Friedman (2020), “The Epistemic and the Zetetic,” p. 503.
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by Christopher Kelp, Elise Woodard, and Carolina Flores in their discussions of inquiry-
evidential conflicts.!?
Consider two illustrative cases:

Case 1: The Distracted Detective.

Detective Smith is investigating a complex homicide. She knows that solving it
requires her undivided attention. While examining a crime scene, she notices a
sequence of numbered tiles on the floor. She calculates the first three terms of
a trivial Fibonacci variant: 1,1,2,3,5,8... She is in possession of overwhelming,
immediate evidence that the 10th term is 55. According to Evidentialism (a core
application of TEN), Smith is epistemically required to believe that the 10th
term is 55 (or at least, she is epistemically justified in believing it, and cannot
rationally suspend). But according to the norms of good inquiry—specifically,
norms governing the allocation of cognitive attention to the matter at hand—
Smith ought not to form this belief; she ought to ignore the tiles and continue
her homicide investigation. If zetetic norms are epistemic, Smith faces an epis-
temic dilemma: epistemic rationality simultaneously requires her to believe that
p (because her evidence for p is conclusive) and requires her not to believe that
p / not to attend to p (because doing so derails her epistemic inquiry into the

murder).

Case 2: The Precipitous Scientist.

Dr. Alvarez is running an experimental trial for a new therapeutic drug. After
the first 50 participants, the data show an efficacy rate of p < .05. Relative to
this synchronic evidence, the hypothesis H (“The drug is effective”) is supported
sufficiently to satisfy standard thresholds for epistemic justification. If Alvarez
were forced to adopt an attitude strictly on the basis of her current evidence,
Evidentialism would dictate that she is justified in believing H. However, good
scientific methodology (a zetetic norm par excellence) demands a sample size of
at least 500 before concluding the trial. Zetetic norms require her to suspend
judgment and gather more data. If zetetic norms are epistemic, then Alvarez is
in an impossible epistemic bind: synchronic epistemic norms tell her that her evi-
dence warrants belief in H, while diachronic zetetic norms tell her that epistemic

rationality forbids her from believing H and mandates continued inquiry.
Faced with these conflicts, epistemologists have split into three camps:

1. Zetetic Purists / Subordinationists: They argue that zetetic norms trump or de-
feat traditional evidential norms. If an agent ought to be inquiring elsewhere, or ought

0Friedman (2020), Flores and Woodard (2023).



to collect more evidence, her failure to do so undermines the epistemic justification of
her beliefs, even if those beliefs are fully supported by her current evidence.!!

2. Epistemic Dilemmists: They concede that zetetic and evidential norms are both
genuine epistemic norms, and conclude that epistemic rationality is fundamentally
fractured: agents can be subject to genuine, irresolvable epistemic dilemmas in which
they are damned if they do and damned if they don’t.!?

3. Evidentialist Traditionalists: They dismiss zetetic norms as non-epistemic, relegat-

ing all questions of evidence-gathering and attention to the practical sphere.!?

I intend to vindicate the third position, but on grounds far deeper than those typically
offered by evidentialists. Traditionalists have typically rested their case on a dogmatic adher-
ence to Feldman-style synchronic evidentialism, asserting by fiat that the word “epistemic”
just means “pertaining to current evidence.” This move has rightly struck expansionists as
question-begging terminological legislation.

What is needed—and what has hitherto been lacking—is a structural demonstration that
zetetic normativity and epistemic normativity possess mutually incompatible architectures.
It is to that structural demonstration that I now turn.

3. The Architecture of Epistemic Appraisal: Punctuality and Transparency

To understand why zetetic norms cannot be epistemic, we must inspect the engine of epis-
temic evaluation. I propose that epistemic normativity possesses two interrelated structural
features: constitutive punctuality and deliberative transparency.

3.1. Constitutive Punctuality

Epistemic appraisal is fundamentally punctual. By “punctual,” I mean that the epistemic
status of an agent’s doxastic attitude toward a proposition p is strictly a function of the
normative relations that obtain between the agent’s cognitive system and that specific propo-
sition at the moment of evaluation.

Let us formalize this constraint:

Punctual Evaluation: The epistemic justification of an attitude D(p) held by
agent S at t is determined exclusively by the reasons bearing directly on whether

p is true that are present to S’s cognitive perspective at t.

Why should we accept Punctual Evaluation? Why couldn’t epistemic evaluation be
diachronic and holistic, assessing whether S arrived at D(p) via a well-conducted inquiry

over time?

HSee Flores and Woodard (2023).

12Friedman (2020) tentatively flirts with this tragic conclusion, arguing that epistemic dilemmas are a genuine
feature of our cognitive condition.

13Feldman (2000), Kelly (2003).



The reason lies in the nature of doxastic assessment. When we evaluate an agent’s belief
as epistemically justified, we are assessing whether that belief is an instance of cognitive
success or proper responsiveness to reality regarding the target fact. Epistemic justification
is that property of a belief which converts true belief into knowledge (or, on a knowledge-first
view, that property which approximates or aims at knowledge). Crucially, knowledge is non-
compensatory across time and propositions: if I currently hold a true, perfectly supported
belief that p based on conclusive evidence right before my eyes, the fact that I spent the
previous three hours inquiring poorly—or that I ought to have spent those hours studying
quantum mechanics instead—does not in the slightest degree diminish the fact that I now
know that p.

Consider an agent, Jones, who conducts a horribly biased, methodologically flawed search
for information about whether his spouse is planning a surprise party. In his erratic searching,
he accidentally drops a folder, and out spills an unambiguous, authentic invoice from the
caterer stating: “Deposit received for surprise anniversary party for Jones.” Jones reads the
invoice. He now believes that a surprise party is being planned.

Did Jones violate norms of inquiry? Unquestionably. His inquiry was reckless, inefficient,
and driven by paranoia. But at the moment he reads the document, does he know that a
party is being planned? Is his belief epistemically justified? The answer is unequivocally yes.
He possesses conclusive, un-undermined evidence of the proposition’s truth. To deny that
Jones is epistemically justified in believing what is printed plainly before him because of his
past zetetic misdeeds is to confuse the ethics of research with the verisimilitude of dozastic
response.

Epistemic normativity evaluates the fit between a mind and a proposition. Because
the truth-value of p does not fluctuate based on how diligently the agent inquired prior to
arriving at p, the epistemic credentials of the resulting state are punctual.

3.2. Deliberative Transparency

The punctuality of epistemic normativity is not an arbitrary methodological fiat; it is

grounded in the phenomenological and constitutive structure of doxastic agency: what

Richard Moran, Pamela Hieronymi, and Nishi Shah have termed Transparency.'*
Transparency describes the inescapable feature of first-person doxastic deliberation:

Doxastic Transparency: When an agent deliberatively addresses the question
whether to adopt the belief that p, her attention is immediately and entirely
displaced onto the worldly question whether p is the case.

As Shah forcefully demonstrates, an agent cannot settle the question whether to believe

that p by reflecting on reasons that favor the state of believing p without speaking to the truth

MMoran (2001), Hieronymi (2005, 2006), Shah (2003, 2006).



of p. If an eccentric billionaire offers me one million dollars to believe that the moon is made
of Roquefort cheese, I may recognize an overwhelming practical reason to hold that belief.
But from within the first-person deliberative stance, that practical reason cannot function
as a premise in my deliberation whether the moon is made of cheese. I cannot decide to
believe it, because belief is constitutively responsive to reasons that bear on truth.!'®

Hieronymi formalizes this by distinguishing between constitutive reasons and extrin-
sic reasons. A constitutive reason for an attitude is a reason that bears on the question
that constitutes the attitude:

Reonstitutive <= R bears on whether p is true.

An extrinsic reason is a reason that bears on the desirability, utility, or obligatoriness of
being in the state of holding that attitude:

Rextrinsic <= R bears on whether holding D(p) produces good outcomes.

Now, observe how Transparency constrains epistemic normativity. Epistemic reasons just
are the constitutive reasons for belief. When an agent asks, “What ought I epistemically to
believe?”, she is asking a question that is deliberatively transparent to: “What does my
evidence show to be true?”

Crucially, this deliberative feature implies the Non-Trade-Off Principle of Epistemic
Reasons:

Non-Trade-Off Principle (NTOP): In deciding whether to believe that p, an
agent cannot trade off the epistemic status of p against the epistemic status of
some other proposition ¢, nor against the future epistemic status of p.

If T know that p is conclusively supported by my present evidence, I cannot rationally
withhold belief from p on the grounds that withholding will allow me to discover the truth
about ¢, r, and s tomorrow. Epistemic deliberation is proposition-specific and synchronic. It
lacks an aggregative calculus.

4. The Architecture of Zetetic Rationality: Scarcity, Trade-offs, and Allocation

Let us now contrast the architecture of epistemic appraisal with the architecture of zetetic
appraisal. What kind of thing is inquiry?

Inquiry is not a doxastic state; it is an extended intentional action, or a coordinated
suite of intentional actions. To inquire is to engage in agency: it is to direct gaze, pose
questions, read texts, formulate hypotheses, test predictions, allocate attention, and expend
metabolic and temporal energy.

15Shah (2003), “How Truth Governs Belief,” pp. 453-457.



Because inquiry is an intentional activity undertaken by finite physical agents in a world
of scarce resources, it is governed by an entirely different normative architecture than belief.
Specifically, zetetic rationality is constitutively allocative, aggregative, and diachronic.

4.1. The Allocative Nature of Inquiry and Cognitive Scarcity

Human cognitive architecture is defined by severe, non-negotiable bottlenecks. An agent
possesses: - Finite temporal lifespan; - Finite working memory capacity; - Finite focus of
conscious attention; - Finite energetic and computational bandwidth.

Because an agent cannot investigate everything, every act of inquiry is inherently an
exercise in resource allocation. In the language of economics, every inquiry carries an op-
portunity cost:

Costopp (Inquire(Qq)) = Value(Best Alternative Inquiry or Action A).

When I choose to spend an hour inquiring into the molecular structure of an obscure
fungal spore, I am thereby choosing not to spend that hour inquiring into the cure for
cancer, not to spend that hour inquiring into the integrity of my car’s brake system, and not
to spend that hour feeding my children.

This fundamental fact of cognitive scarcity has profound normative consequences:

Allocative Constitution of Zetetic Norms: Every zetetic norm must be an
allocative norm. A norm that specifies whether an agent ought to inquire into
question () at time t must take as its input not merely the epistemic value of
knowing the answer to (), but the marginal value of inquiring into @) relative to

all other competing demands on the agent’s scarce cognitive capacity.

4.2. Zetetic Aggregation and Trade-offs

Because inquiry is allocative, zetetic rationality is inherently aggregative. In practical
deliberation, we routinely and rationally make trade-offs: we sacrifice a smaller good now
for a larger good later; we sacrifice progress on project A to avert catastrophe on project B.

Zetetic deliberation behaves in precisely this aggregative manner: 1. Intra-Inquiry
Diachronic Trade-offs: An investigator intentionally refrains from forming a belief about
p today so that, by gathering more data, she can form a more secure, more accurate, or more
comprehensive belief about p next year. 2. Inter-Inquiry Trade-offs: A medical researcher
deliberately terminates her inquiry into a minor dermatological question, not because she has
answered it, but because she must transfer her laboratory’s cognitive and financial resources
to investigating a lethal respiratory pathogen. 3. Cross-Domain Trade-offs: An engineer
stops inquiring into the structural limits of an alloy because her house is on fire and she must
evacuate.

Notice the stark contrast with doxastic deliberation. In Section 3, we established that

epistemic deliberation obeys the Non-Trade-Off Principle: an agent cannot, from the first-



person deliberative stance, refuse to believe a proposition that she sees to be conclusively
demonstrated before her on the grounds that doing so would be good for her other inquiries.

Yet in zetetic deliberation, trade-offs are the very essence of rationality. A re-
searcher who refuses to make trade-offs—who insists on pursuing every open question to its
absolute microscopic conclusion regardless of time, cost, or importance—is not an epistemic
saint; she is zetetically irrational.

We can summarize the architectural divergence in the following matrix:

Architectural Feature Epistemic Normativity (Belief) Zetetic Normativity (Inquiry)

Primary Target Doxastic states (Belief, Extended activities (Searching,
Disbelief, Suspension) Attending, Questioning)

Temporal Stance Punctual / Synchronic Diachronic / Dynamic

Deliberative Horizon Transparent to truth (p) Non-transparent to truth

(Weighs utility, cost, priority)

Resource Dependency Resource-independent Resource-bound (Subject to
(Believing costs no cognitive acute physical /computational
effort beyond execution) scarcity)

Structural Logic Non-aggregative; No trade-offs  Aggregative; Allocative;
licensed Trade-offs mandatory

5. The Zetetic Trilemma

We are now equipped to state the central argument against Zetetic Expansionism. If zetetic
norms are genuine epistemsic norms, then epistemic rationality must somehow accommodate
both the punctual, transparent logic of belief and the allocative, aggregative logic of inquiry.
I shall argue that this integration is impossible. Any attempt to construct a unified
epistemology that includes zetetic norms falls victim to the Zetetic Trilemma:
Zetetic Expansionism

Horn 1 Horn 2 Horn 3

Epistemic Consequentialism Normative Redundancy Collapse into Practical Reason

Trade-offs corrupt belief Idle bookkeeping; impotent Abolishes distinct epistemic
norms domain

Let us examine each horn of this trilemma in detail.

5.1. Horn 1: The Descent into Epistemic Consequentialism

Suppose the expansionist takes the most radical path: she insists that zetetic norms directly
regulate belief, and that where zetetic considerations require an agent to gather more ev-
idence or investigate other matters, this generates a genuine epistemic defeat of doxastic
justification.
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This is the path taken by “Zetetic Subordinationists.” On this view, if Detective Smith
ought not to be inquiring into the Fibonacci sequence on the floor tiles, then her belief
that the 10th term is 55 is epistemically unjustified—or at least, she violates an epistemic
requirement by holding it. Similarly, if Dr. Alvarez ought to collect 500 samples before
drawing a scientific conclusion, she is epistemically prohibited from believing that the drug
works after 50 samples, even if the statistical evidence currently in her possession would
otherwise justify belief.

To see why Horn 1 is catastrophic, we must turn to Selim Berker’s celebrated critique
of epistemic consequentialism in “The Rejection of Epistemic Consequentialism.”!6 Berker
demonstrated that any normative theory which evaluates the epistemic status of a belief in
terms of its promotion of an aggregate cognitive good inevitably licenses epistemic trade-
offs: it permits or requires an agent to adopt an epistemically illicit belief about p now if
doing so leads to a greater net balance of true beliefs over false beliefs across other proposi-
tions in the future.

Consider Berker’s classic example of the “Epistemic Mafia”: An epistemic mobster threat-
ens: “Unless you believe that 2 + 2 = 5 right now, I will lobotomize you, preventing you
from ever acquiring any more true beliefs; if you do believe that 2 + 2 = 5, I will grant you
access to a library containing thousands of profound, easily verifiable scientific truths.”

A consequentialist about epistemic reasons must conclude that you have an overwhelming
epistemic reason to believe that 2 + 2 = 5. But this, as Berker notes, is an outrage against
the very concept of epistemic rationality. One cannot have an epistemic reason to believe
a mathematical absurdity. The reason to believe that 2 + 2 = 5 in the mobster case is a
transparently practical reason, born of utility.

Now observe what happens when Zetetic Expansionism embraces Horn 1. Because zetetic
norms are inherently allocative and aggregative, making zetetic norms epistemically decisive
introduces epistemic consequentialism through the back door.

Recall Detective Smith. Why is she prohibited from inquiring into the Fibonacci se-
quence? Because her time is better spent solving the murder. But “better spent” means: pur-
suing the murder inquiry maximizes overall epistemic value (e.g., answering a vital, morally
and cognitively significant question rather than a trivial arithmetic curiosity).

If the expansionist claims that Smith’s belief that the 10th term is 55 is epistemically
unjustified because holding it involves an improper allocation of cognitive attention, the
expansionist is saying:

Justification(B(p)) is defeated by the aggregate

epistemic opportunity cost of attending to p.

16Berker (2013), Philosophical Issues.
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This is structurally identical to the Epistemic Mafia! It permits trade-offs across ques-
tions to dictate the punctual justification of a belief. It implies that whether an agent is
epistemically justified in believing a proposition that is clearly supported by her evidence
depends on what other questions she could be investigating.

Worse, consider the converse: the Epistemic Indulgence Case. Suppose Professor
Brainstorm can form a wild, wholly unsupported belief in an unproven physical hypothesis
H. If she adopts this dogmatic belief, it will ignite in her an intense psychological mania that
will drive her to conduct experiments that ultimately uncover 500 revolutionary, verifiable
truths about the universe.

If zetetic norms—mnorms governing the overall trajectory and yield of inquiry—are epis-
temic norms that can dictate doxastic justification, then Brainstorm’s dogmatic, evidentially
baseless belief in H is epistemically justified, because it serves the master zetetic norm of
maximizing significant knowledge!

This is an intolerable conclusion. Epistemic justification cannot permit trade-offs between
propositions. It cannot say: “Form an unjustified belief about H today to buy 500 justified
beliefs tomorrow.” Nor can it say: “You are forbidden from believing a proven truth about
p today because your attention ought to be directed at q.”

To maintain the integrity of epistemic evaluation, we must hold that epistemic reasons
are non-aggregative and strictly internal to the truth of the proposition evaluated. Thus,
Horn 1 leads directly to the collapse of epistemic normativity into discredited teleological

consequentialism.

5.2. Horn 2: Normative Redundancy and the Preservation of the Evidential Core

Recognizing the perils of epistemic consequentialism, a more cautious expansionist might
attempt a retreat. She might concede that zetetic norms cannot override or defeat synchronic
evidential justification. When Detective Smith looks at the tiles, her belief that the 10th
term is 55 is indeed fully epistemically justified. When Dr. Alvarez looks at the initial trial
data, her belief that the drug works is evidentially warranted.

However, the expansionist on Horn 2 insists: “Zetetic norms do not dictate what to
believe; they dictate what to do with one’s questions. Smith is epistemically justified in
believing that the 10th term is 55, but she is nonetheless violating a distinct epistemic norm
of inquiry by attending to the tiles at all. Alvarez is justified in believing the drug works,
but she violates an epistemic norm of inquiry if she does not continue collecting data.”

This position rescues the theory from the consequentialist trade-off problem, but only at
the cost of rendering zetetic norms normatively redundant and epistemically vacuous.

Consider what is actually happening on this horn. We now have two completely inde-
pendent normative books: 1. The Epistemic Book of Belief: Governed by traditional,
punctual, evidential norms. It evaluates whether agents believe, disbelieve, or suspend in
accordance with their current evidence. 2. The Epistemic Book of Inquiry: Governed
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by allocative norms. It evaluates whether agents spend their time, focus, and energy on the
right questions.

Now ask: What makes the “Book of Inquiry” an epistemic book, rather than simply a
chapter in the Book of Practical Rationality?

On Horn 2, the norms of inquiry have zero impact on the epistemic status of any belief.
An agent can violate every single zetetic norm in the book—she can be lazy, attend only to
trivialities, bias her searches, investigate irrelevant nonsense—and yet every single belief she
forms on the basis of the evidence she encounters will be perfectly, impeccably epistemically
justified. Conversely, an agent can follow every zetetic norm to perfection—dedicating her
life to the most profound questions, designing flawless trials—and if she makes a single
synchronic error in evaluating her current data, her belief is entirely unjustified.

If zetetic norms have no authority over doxastic attitudes, then calling them “epistemic
norms” is a mere honorific. It is descriptive bookkeeping. It is equivalent to saying: “Because
marathon runners consume carbohydrates to fuel their running, the rules of nutrition are
marathon norms.” Nutrition affects marathon running, but the normative status of a dietary
choice is physiological and medical, not an athletic rule of the marathon.

By insulating doxastic justification from zetetic interference, Horn 2 preserves eviden-
tialism only by emasculating Zetetic Expansionism. The zetetic norms become an idle fifth

wheel, lacking any constitutive connection to the epistemic appraisal of doxastic states.

5.3. Horn 3: The Collapse into Practical Reason

The final maneuver available to the expansionist is to embrace radical pragmatism. The
defender of Horn 3 accepts that zetetic norms govern actions (gathering evidence, directing
attention), acknowledges that they involve allocative trade-offs, but insists that these trade-
offs are governed by a distinctive species of rationality that is neither traditional evidentialism
nor mere instrumental prudentialism: it is epistemic instrumentalism.

On this view, pioneered by philosophers like Susanna Rinard and defended in various
forms by instrumentalist epistemologists, there is no fundamental difference between prac-
tical reasons and epistemic reasons.!” Rinard argues for Equal Treatment for Belief:
reasons for belief and reasons for action are evaluated by the very same normative standards.
If an action or belief promotes our ends (including our cognitive ends), it is rational; if it
does not, it is irrational.

If the expansionist takes Horn 3, she avoids the incoherence of Horn 1 and the vacuity of
Horn 2 by simply declaring that zetetic rationality is a species of practical rational-
ity directed toward cognitive ends, and that all epistemic rationality is just practical
rationality in disguise.

"Rinard (2017, 2019).
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While internally coherent, Horn 3 represents an unconditional surrender. The original
promise of Zetetic Expansionism was to enrich epistemology—to demonstrate that epistemol-
ogy has its own unique, diachronic, process-oriented normativity that is distinct from mere
vulgar ethics or economics.

If Horn 3 is correct, there is no distinctive domain of zetetic epistemic normativity at all.
There is only general practical rationality applied to a specific class of goals (viz., acquiring

true beliefs, answering questions). The question:

”Ought I to inquire into Q7”

becomes entirely identical in logical form to the question:

”Ought I to invest my money in index funds?”

Both questions are settled by: - The agent’s available resources; - The expected utility of
the outcome; - The opportunity costs relative to competing values (health, pleasure, moral
duty, safety); - The agent’s risk tolerance.

Notice what happens when zetetic rationality is recognized as practical rationality: epis-
temic ends must compete directly with non-epistemic ends.

If inquiry is governed by practical instrumental rationality, then an agent deciding
whether to investigate a scientific question must weigh the value of that inquiry not merely
against other inquiries, but against feeding the poor, practicing the violin, or sleeping. Epis-
temic value has no autonomous jurisdiction over inquiry.

Therefore, Horn 3 does not vindicate Zetetic Expansionism; it obliterates it. It absorbs
inquiry into practical reason and leaves traditional punctual evidentialism as the only re-

maining candidate for an autonomous epistemic normativity.

6. Objections and Replies

Having established the Zetetic Trilemma, [ now defend the argument against three significant
objections from the contemporary literature.

6.1. Objection 1: Teleology and Question-Directed Epistemic Value

The first objection, advanced by teleological epistemologists such as Christopher Kelp and
Nick Treanor, challenges my claim that epistemic normativity is non-aggregative.'®

Kelp argues that epistemology is fundamentally teleological: the epistemic domain has a
constitutive function or aim, which is the generation of knowledge. Furthermore, this aim is
structured around inquiries into questions. According to Kelp’s inquiry-first epistemology,
belief is an instrument designed to achieve the ultimate goal of inquiry, which is answering

questions with knowledge. Therefore, Kelp argues: “Epistemic norms are the norms of

18Kelp (2014, 2021), Treanor (2013).
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inquiry par excellence. The evaluation of belief is derivative from the evaluation of inquiry:
a belief is justified if and only if it is produced by a cognitive process that reliably answers
the question under inquiry.”*?

If Kelp is correct, my dichotomy between the punctual nature of belief and the allocative
nature of inquiry is inverted: inquiry is primary, and belief is merely a punctuation mark

within an ongoing inquiry.

Reply: The Problem of the Question-Generator

Kelp’s teleological inversion fails because it cannot account for the normative origin of the
questions themselves.

Suppose an agent’s cognitive system has the function of answering questions. Which
questions is it epistemically required to answer? There are infinitely many questions that an
agent could formulate at any moment: - )1: How many blades of grass are on the White
House lawn? - QQ5: What is the 9,842nd digit of 77 - Q3: Is my neighbor wearing blue socks
today?

Does epistemic normativity command the agent to inquire into (01, @2, or Q)37

Clearly not. To claim that an agent violates an epistemic norm by not inquiring into the
number of grass blades is absurd. But why is she not required to inquire into them? The
teleologist must reply: “Because those questions have zero (or negligible) epistemic value.”

Very well: what makes a question epistemically valuable? Here the teleologist faces a
devastating dilemma: - If a question’s value is determined by its practical, moral, or
existential importance to the agent, then the norms dictating which questions to pursue
are practical norms, not epistemic norms. The teleologist has conceded my thesis. - If a
question’s value is determined by some purely epistemic metric of significance (e.g., its
explanatory power, its systemic integration into a worldview), the teleologist must explain
how an agent can be epistemically blamed for ignoring a significant question in favor of living
her life.

Consider a mathematician who decides to quit mathematics and become a baker because
she wants a peaceful, unhurried life. In doing so, she leaves dozens of profound, highly signif-
icant mathematical questions completely uninvestigated. Has she committed an epistemic
sin? Is she epistemically irrational?

To call her epistemically irrational is to confuse an agent’s life choices with irrationality.
The mathematician has simply chosen a different practical path. Epistemic rationality does
not issue a categorical imperative: “Maximalize significant truth!” Epistemic rationality is
conditional: if you deliberate on whether p, you must be responsive to the evidence for p.

Kelp’s teleological framework conflates the success conditions of an activity with the
reasons to engage in that activity. The game of chess has internal success conditions: check-

YKelp (2021), Inquiry, Knowledge, and Understanding, ch. 3.
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mate the opponent. There are norms internal to chess: move your bishop diagonally; don’t
blunder your queen. But chess does not generate a norm that compels you to play chess.
The decision to sit down at the chessboard is entirely a practical decision.

In precisely the same way, inquiry is a game we choose to play for various practical, moral,
or aesthetic reasons. Once we inquire into p, our belief-forming mechanisms are regulated
by the constitutive norms of belief (truth, evidence). But the decision to play the game—to
open the inquiry, to maintain it, to spend resources on it—is governed from start to finish
by practical reason.

6.2. Objection 2: The Problem of “Willful Ignorance”

A second, deeply felt objection concerns moral and epistemic accountability. Consider cases
of willful ignorance:

The Corrupt Politician:

A politician suspects that her campaign manager is accepting illegal foreign do-
nations. She realizes that if she asks her manager, she will receive definitive proof
of this illegality. Wanting to maintain “plausible deniability,” she deliberately
avoids asking any questions, instructs her staff not to brief her, and avoids read-
ing financial audits. When the scandal breaks, she claims: “Relative to the total
evidence I possessed at the time, I was fully epistemically justified in believing
that my campaign was completely lawful!”

Proponents of Zetetic Expansionism (such as Carolina Flores and Elise Woodard) argue
that if my view is correct, the politician’s defense holds up: synchronically, her belief was
justified by her impoverished evidence. Expansionists insist that any theory which deems
the politician’s belief “epistemically justified” is normatively bankrupt. They argue that her
failure to inquire is an epistemic failure that infects the epistemic status of her belief.

Reply: The Transmutation Fallacy and Moral Culpability

The willful ignorance objection trades on what I term the Transmutation Fallacy: the
illicit inference that because an agent is blameworthy for an action that resulted in an
epistemic state, the resulting state must itself be epistemically unjustified.

Let us dissect the politician’s culpability with surgical precision.

Is the politician blameworthy? Unquestionably. She is morally monstrous, politically
corrupt, and legally culpable.

Is she rational? Practically, no—she is acting in bad faith, violating her fiduciary duties
and professional obligations.

Now, let us ask the precise epistemic question: Was her belief that her campaign was

lawful epistemically justified at the moment she held it?

16



We must distinguish two possibilities: 1. The belief was already evidentially un-
justified: In any realistic depiction of the case, the politician possessed massive counter-
evidence that she actively suppressed or ignored. The suspicion that prompted her to avoid
the audits is itself evidence of wrongdoing! Her background knowledge of campaign finance,
her manager’s suspicious demeanor, and the sudden influx of unexplained cash constitute
strong inductive evidence that crime was occurring. If she ignored this evidence, her belief
was already synchronically unjustified on traditional evidentialist grounds. There is no need
to invent zetetic epistemic norms to convict her of epistemic irrationality. 2. The belief
was genuinely supported by her isolated evidence: Suppose, for the sake of the philo-
sophical thought experiment, that the politician engineered a foolproof cognitive isolation
chamber. She arranged matters so that she received a manufactured, spotless audit report,
and she genuinely, non-culpably forgot that she had orchestrated the cover-up. At time ¢,
her total evidence screams: “The campaign is clean.”

In this second scenario, she does have synchronic justification. To say otherwise is to
embrace an untenable form of moralism about belief.

Consider an exact structural analogue from tort law. A factory owner deliberately cuts
the wires to the safety alarms in his chemical plant so he won’t be bothered by false alarms.
Later that night, a chemical leak occurs. The owner looks at the silent alarm panel and
concludes: “The plant is operating safely.”

Is the owner guilty of gross criminal negligence? Yes. Will he go to prison? Yes. But did
his visual experience of the silent alarm panel give him an evidential reason to believe the
plant was safe? Yes! The tragedy and culpability of his action consist precisely in the fact
that he intentionally created an epistemic situation where he would be misled by
the evidence.

The politician’s failure is a moral failure of action, specifically a violation of the
procedural ethics of office: she had a moral and professional duty to acquire evidence, and
she violated that duty. Calling her failure “epistemic” adds nothing to our understanding of
her misconduct; it merely blurs the vital distinction between evaluating an agent’s evidence-
gathering conduct and evaluating the epistemic fit of her beliefs.

To see why we must keep these separate, consider what happens if we don’t. Suppose
a doctor fails to order a blood test for a patient because she is rushing home to celebrate
her child’s birthday. The patient dies of an undetected infection. The doctor violated a
professional and moral duty to inquire. But was she epistemically irrational?

No. She made a tragic practical choice: prioritizing her child’s birthday over thoroughness
at work. If every failure to gather evidence were an epistemic failure, then every single human
being would be in a state of perpetual, profound epistemic irrationality every second of their
lives, because none of us is currently running clinical trials, cross-checking every newspaper

article, or verifying the credentials of our mechanics.
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6.3. Objection 3: The Unity of Epistemic Agency

A third objection, voiced by Jane Friedman, appeals to the unity of the cognitive subject.?’

Friedman argues that the mind is not an assembly line with a sharp institutional division
of labor between “the department that asks questions” and “the department that forms
beliefs.” When an agent engages in inquiry, she adopts attitudes—specifically, suspension
of judgment—that are simultaneously the driving engine of inquiry and the core objects
of epistemic evaluation.

Friedman’s argument can be stated as a syllogism: 1. Suspension of judgment is an
attitude governed by epistemic norms (e.g., one ought to suspend when the evidence is
balanced). 2. Suspension of judgment is the constitutive attitude of inquiry (to suspend
judgment on p is to have the question whether p open). 3. Therefore, the norms governing
inquiry are epistemic norms.

If Friedman is correct, inquiry and doxastic appraisal cannot be neatly bifurcated. The
very attitude that traditionalists treat as a static doxastic state (suspension) is itself the

ignition switch of inquiry.

Reply: The Equivocation on “Suspension”

Friedman’s argument is brilliant, but it trades on a subtle and fatal equivocation on the term
suspension of judgment.
There are two radically different cognitive phenomena that travel under the name “sus-

pension”:

1. Doxastic Suspension (Neutrality): A static, punctual doxastic attitude. It is the
attitude of committed neutrality toward proposition p, adopted when an agent delib-
erates on whether p is true and concludes that the evidence is roughly equiprobable,
inconclusive, or nonexistent.

2. Zetetic Suspension (Interrogative Stance): A dynamic, practical stance of in-
tentional engagement with a question @). It is an active orientation characterized by
cognitive readiness to receive information, search for clues, and allocate computational
focus to Q.

Friedman systematically conflates Doxastic Suspension with Zetetic Suspension. But a
moment’s reflection reveals that they can come apart in both directions:

20Friedman (2019, 2020).
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Case A: Dozastic Suspension Without Zetetic Suspension (The Triviality / Abandonment
Case)

Consider an agent who reflects on whether the number of hairs on Julius Caesar’s head
at the moment of his death was an even or an odd number (p).

The agent considers her evidence. It is precisely zero. She forms the attitude of doxastic
suspension: she suspends judgment on p. She is fully epistemically justified in doing so;
indeed, believing either that it was even or that it was odd would be flagrantly irrational.

Now, does this agent adopt the zetetic stance toward p? Does she have an open inquiry?
Is she “aiming at knowledge” regarding Caesar’s hair?

Absolutely not! She does not care in the slightest. She closes the book, makes a sandwich,
and forgets the question forever. She has zero intention of seeking evidence, will not spend
one millisecond of computational energy on it, and would decline to read a manuscript
containing the answer if it were handed to her. She has suspended judgment in the traditional
epistemic sense, but her inquiry is stone-dead.

Case B: Zetetic Suspension Without Dozastic Suspension (The Devil’s Advocate / Pedagogical
Case)

Consider a brilliant mathematics professor teaching a graduate seminar. She knows
with absolute certainty that Godel’s Incompleteness Theorem is true (p). Her evidence is
conclusive; she holds a fully justified belief.

Yet, for pedagogical purposes, she opens an inquiry into whether p with her students. She
adopts the interrogative stance: she poses the question, actively explores counter-models,
treats the matter as open for the duration of the seminar, and directs research into potential
flaws in the proof.

Or consider an intelligence analyst who receives credible intelligence that an ally is plan-
ning a surprise military strike. She strongly believes that the strike is imminent (B(p)), and
her belief is justified. Nevertheless, because the stakes are catastrophic, she initiates a “Red
Team” inquiry: she opens a formal inquiry into whether the ally is not planning a strike,
directing her team to search for alternative explanations for the troop movements.

Here, the agent’s inquiry is fully active (Zetetic Suspension is present), but her doxastic
attitude remains firm belief (Doxastic Suspension is absent).

Because Doxastic Suspension and Zetetic Suspension are doubly dissociable, Friedman’s
syllogism collapses. - Premise 1 is true of Doxastic Suspension: traditional evidential
norms govern when one ought to adopt the attitude of epistemic neutrality toward p. -
Premise 2 is true of Zetetic Suspension: the intentional stance of opening an inquiry

involves adopting an interrogative orientation toward a question.
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Once the equivocation is cleared away, there is no shared premise. The existence of an
epistemic norm governing doxastic neutrality provides zero support for the claim that there

are epistemic norms governing the practical management of inquiries.

7. The Dual-Aspect Architecture of Cognitive Agency

Having dismantled Zetetic Expansionism, I conclude by offering a constructive positive frame-
work that captures the deep insights of the zetetic turn without corrupting the punctual
purity of epistemic normativity. I call this framework the Dual-Aspect Architecture of
Cognitive Agency.

Human cognitive life is unified, but it is unified through the harmonious cooperation
of two distinct normative systems, not through the imperialist subsumption of one by the
other.

Human Cognitive Agency

Practical Reason (The Executive System) Epistemic Reason (The Doxastic Engine)
Governs ACTION (Inquiry) Governs ATTITUDE (Belief)

Allocative & Aggregative Punctual & Transparent

Manages scarcity, time, attention Governed by Evidence & Truth
Answers: “What should I investigate?” Answers: “What is the case?”

7.1. Aspect 1: The Executive System (Practical Rationality)

The first aspect of cognitive agency is the Executive System. The Executive System is
the domain of intentional agency, governed by the norms of practical rationality.

The Executive System treats the mind’s cognitive capacities as scarce, deployable
assets. It asks: - “Given my finite lifespan and bounded working memory, what questions
are worth my time?” - “Given the moral stakes of this medical diagnosis, how much evidence
must I buy before I make a decision?” - “Given that I am prone to confirmation bias on
political topics, should I institute a policy of reading opposing viewpoints?”

The norms of the Executive System are instrumental, moral, and prudential. They
include all the principles that expansionists rightly value: norms of diligent research, norms
of intellectual courage, norms of fair-mindedness, and norms against willful ignorance.

Crucially, however, the Executive System evaluates inquiry as an activity directed to-
ward ends. The ends may be practical (building a bridge), moral (clearing an innocent
suspect), or purely cognitive (satisfying curiosity, understanding the cosmos). But the ra-
tionality that governs the deployment of resources toward those ends is practical rationality
through and through.

7.2. Aspect 2: The Doxastic Engine (Epistemic Rationality)

The second aspect of cognitive agency is the Doxastic Engine. The Doxastic Engine is the
domain of belief-formation, governed strictly by the norms of epistemic rationality.
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The Doxastic Engine is an information-processing system constitutively aimed at truth.
It does not decide which questions to investigate; it merely registers what is the case relative
to the inputs it receives. Its logic is punctual, synchronic, and transparent.

When the Executive System decides to point the senses at a specific sector of reality—
say, by opening a book or pointing a telescope at Jupiter—the Doxastic Engine executes
its constitutive function: it updates its credences and forms beliefs in accordance with the
evidence that enters the cognitive field.

The Doxastic Engine does not care whether it was wise, moral, or efficient for the Ex-
ecutive System to point the telescope at Jupiter. If the image of Jupiter’s moons appears
clearly on the retina, the Doxastic Engine forms the belief: “Jupiter has moons.” That belief

is instantly, fully, and punctually justified.

7.3. Resolving the Dilemmas

The Dual-Aspect Architecture effortlessly dissolves the paradoxes that have plagued the
zetetic literature:

1. The Distracted Detective

When Detective Smith pauses her murder investigation to compute the Fibonacci sequence on
the floor tiles: - Her Executive System is behaving irrationally. She is violating an obvious
practical norm of attention management: she is squandering precious investigative time on
an irrelevant puzzle while a killer escapes. - Her Doxastic Engine, however, is operating
flawlessly. When she processes the arithmetic evidence, she forms the true, evidentially
warranted belief that the 10th term is 55. Her belief is epistemically justified.

There is no “zetetic dilemma.” Smith is simply an agent who is practically irrational in
her attention-allocation, but epistemically rational in her mathematical cognition.

2. The Precipitous Scientist

When Dr. Alvarez terminates her trial after only 50 patients: - Her Executive System has
committed a grave methodological failure. She has violated the practical /professional norms
of clinical trial design, which demand a sample size of 500 to rule out statistical anomalies.
- If her evidence at N = 50 is genuinely sufficient to cross the threshold of mathematical
proof, her Doxastic Engine is justified in holding a high credence. But in reality, what the
Executive System’s failure typically means is that Alvarez does not yet possess the evidence
she thinks she has: her synchronic evidence at N = 50 does not warrant high confidence in H
because it contains a massive, uneliminated defeater: the high probability of a small-sample
false positive.

Where the evidential threshold is genuinely met, Alvarez’s belief is epistemically justified,
though her cessation of research remains a profound professional and practical failure.
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8. Conclusion: The Purity of Epistemic Normativity

The rise of Zetetic Expansionism was born of a noble impulse: the desire to construct a
philosophy of mind and knowledge that treats human beings as active, striving, question-
asking agents rather than passive calculating machines.

Yet, as I have argued, in attempting to satisfy this impulse, expansionists have committed
an architectural error that threatens to unravel the normative foundations of epistemology.
By attempting to force the allocative, aggregative, and resource-bound activity of inquiry into
the punctual, transparent, and non-aggregative mold of epistemic appraisal, expansionists
inevitably collapse into the discredited quagmire of epistemic consequentialism, reduce their
norms to idle bookkeeping, or surrender epistemic autonomy to radical pragmatism.

The resolution to the crisis lies in recognizing the deep structural dualism of our cognitive
agency. Inquiry is not an epistemic state; it is an action. As an action, it belongs wholly
and unreservedly to the domain of practical reason.

Epistemic normativity, by contrast, is the austere, unbending standard that governs
the mind’s direct relationship to reality: the demand that our beliefs reflect the truth as
illuminated by our evidence. By maintaining this boundary, we safeguard the purity of
epistemic justification against the corrupting trade-offs of utility, while preserving a rich,

rigorous practical arena in which to evaluate the ethics and art of human inquiry.
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