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Abstract

This paper connects two important debates in epistemology—to
wit, on the goal of inquiry and on the nature of understanding—
and offers a unified knowledge-based account of both.

Introduction
We are inquiring minds. When we do inquire, we may inquire into
specific questions such as the question as to whether Napoleon was
French. However, we may also inquire into general phenomena such
the life of Napoleon.

Inquiry is a goal directed activity. This means that inquiry has a
success condition, a condition under which its goal has been reached.

I take the following to be highly plausible theses about the goal of
inquiry into, respectively, specific questions and general phenomena:

Inquiry, Question. When you inquire into a certain question, you aim
to settle that question and your inquiry is successful if and only
if you settle that question.

Inquiry, Phenomenon. When you inquire into a certain phenomenon,
you aim to understand that phenomenon and your inquiry is
successful if and only if you understand that phenomenon.

In what follows, I will assume without further argument that these
two theses are true.
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At the same time, there is a lively debate in the epistemological
literature on the goal of inquiry into specific questions. The main can-
didates here are that the goal of inquiry is true belief (TB-Goal), jus-
tified belief (JB-Goal), justified true belief (JTB-Goal), or knowledge
(K-Goal).1 Given Inquiry, Question, these can be viewed as competing
accounts of what it takes to settle a question.

The first aim of my paper is to offer a couple of arguments for
K-Goal [Kelp 2014, 2017a] and so concerns inquiry into specific ques-
tions. The remainder of the paper, in contrast, is about inquiry into
general phenomena and understanding. Given Inquiry, Phenomenon,
we can derive more substantive conditions on success in inquiry of
phenomena from more substantive accounts of understanding. My
central aim here is to gather further support for an account of under-
standing I have developed elsewhere [Kelp 2015]. More specifically,
I will first argue that my account makes for a better fit with Inquiry,
Phenomenon than the competition and so scores further points against
it. While I stated my account of understanding in terms of knowl-
edge, the 2015 paper did not motivate a distinctively knowledge-
based version of the account. The last aim of this paper is to remedy
this defect: I will show that the argument for K-Goal can be extended
to provide support for a distinctively knowledge-based version of my
account of understanding.

1 The Goal of Inquiry
According to Inquiry, Question, when you inquire into a certain ques-
tion, your aim to settle that question and attain success in your inquiry
into a certain question if and only if you have settled that question.
There is a sense of ‘settling a question’ on which you settle a given
question only if you settle it for all humanity. This is not the sense
at issue here as the resulting requirement is too strong. After all,
your inquiry into the question as to whether climate change is hap-
pening, say, can be successful even if it doesn’t serve to settle it for
die hard climate change deniers. Rather, all that’s required for you
to settle a given question is that you settle it for yourself. While this
avoids imposing too strong a requirement on success in inquiry, it
now threatens to be too weak. After all, die hard climate change de-
niers may settle the question whether climate change is happening
for themselves (in the negative) without thereby attaining success in

1 K-Goal is defended e.g. in [Kelp 2014, 2017a, Millar 2011, Williamson 2000],
TB-Goal e.g. in [Kvanvig 2003, Lynch 2005] and JB-Goal e.g. in [e.g. Davidson 2005,
Feldman 2002, Rorty 1995, 2000].
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their inquiries. What is needed in addition is that you settle your
question properly. Here, then, is how the above claim is to be read:

Inquiry, Question*. You have attained success in your inquiry into
a certain question if and only if you have properly settled that
question for yourself.

Consider, next, the following plausible thesis about belief:

Belief. You have a belief on a certain question if and only if you have
settled that question for yourself.

Some even go so far as to accept Belief as an account of the nature of
belief.2 For present purposes, it’s not necessary to embrace so strong
a claim. All I need is that it is a truth about belief, whether or not it
also captures its essence.

But now note that Inquiry, Question and Belief jointly entail that
you have attained success in your inquiry into a certain question if
and only if you have a proper belief on that question. But, of course,
a proper belief is a belief that satisfies the norm of belief.3 In other
words, we get the following result:

Coincidence Thesis. The success condition for inquiry coincides with
the compliance condition for the norm of belief.

Finally, recall the list of live candidates in the literature on the goal
of inquiry into specific questions: TB-Goal, JB-Goal, JTB-Goal and K-
Goal. Given Coincidence Thesis, it is no surprise that all four should
be on the list of candidates. After all, all of these views are also plau-
sible candidates for the norm of belief and most, if not all, of them
have been defended as such.4 More interestingly, however, it also ex-
plains why the list of candidates should not be longer. After all, other
candidates would appear either too weak or too strong to be plausi-
ble candidates for the norm of belief. Blameless belief, for instance,
would be too weak because one can violate norms blamelessly, in-
cluding the norm of belief. Understanding why and certainty, on the
other hand, would be too strong because one can have a proper be-
lief on a certain question even though one does not understand why
p and isn’t certain that p. For instance, one’s belief that p may be
a proper belief on the question whether p even though one doesn’t

2 See [Hieronymi 2009] which also makes a convincing case for this claim.
3 Recall that the propriety here is epistemic propriety. If so, the relevant norm

of belief here is the distinctively epistemic norm of belief.
4 The knowledge norm of belief is defended e.g. in [Williamson 2000], the truth

norm e.g. in [Wedgwood 2002] and the justification norm e.g. in [Feldman 2000].
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have a belief on why p and so doesn’t understand why p and even
though one is not certain that p. The fact that these four are the live
candidates in the debate is thus entirely as it should be.

With this point in play, I’d now like to give two arguments in
favour of K-Goal. Here is the first:

One can be committed to attaining successes in goal-directed ac-
tivities. There are various types of such commitment one may have
incur. The nature of the commitment depends on how it arises. For
instance, one may have promised someone to reach it. In this case,
one’s commitment will be moral in nature. Alternatively, one may
have been contracted to reach it in which case one has a contractual
commitment. Other kinds of commitment are conceivable and one
may simultaneously have various different kinds of commitment.

Most importantly for present purposes, one way in which one can
be released from any commitment one may have towards attaining
success in a goal-directed activity is by actually pulling off the feat,
i.e. by scoring the success. This gives us the following first crucial
thesis about goal-directed activities:

Commitment Release. If, at t, one attains success in a given goal-
directed activity, then, at t, one is released from all commit-
ments towards attaining that success.

Now consider the following case:

The Hire. You are a private detective. I have hired you for up to
one month to find out whether (C =) my wife is cheating on
me with someone from work. Fortunately for you, you very
quickly acquire very strong evidence in support of C. You see
my wife going into and out of the house of her colleague X
at night, accumulate a number of testimonials stating to have
witnessed the romantic involvement of my wife with X and, fi-
nally, you are provided with relevant photographic evidence by
one of the witnesses. On the basis of this evidence, you come to
believe that C. When you come knocking on my door to collect
your money, you find me gone. Rather than wait around for
me, you decide to go on holiday in the Caribbean and to collect
the money later. Whilst you are sipping cocktails in the sun and
before the month is up, it becomes widely known that the evi-
dence in support of my wife’s cheating is misleading. In fact, a
number of colleagues were trying to get back at her, say because
she was responsible for implementing a very unpopular policy
at work. You, of course, are entire unaware of all this. At the
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same time, unbeknownst to everyone involved in the revenge
campaign, my wife did have an affair with one her colleagues,
Y.

Notice that your belief that C was formed on the basis of excellent
evidence, evidence that is strong enough to ensure that your belief
that C is justified. In addition, it is true: someone in my family did
indeed have an affair with my wife. It is just that it was not X but
Y. That means that you have a justified true belief that C. According
to three out of the four live candidates in the debate on the goal of
inquiry—to wit, TB-Goal, JB-Goal and JTB-Goal—you have reached
the goal state of your inquiry into whether C. In conjunction with
Commitment Release, these views predict that you are released from
all commitments towards settling the question whether C.

Now here is the key question: Is this prediction correct? In par-
ticular, are you released from your contractual commitment to settle
the question whether C? No. As far as your contract is concerned,
what you ought to be doing is work on the case rather than sit on the
beach in the Caribbean. To see this, put yourself in my shoes (i.e. in
the shoes of your employer). Suppose I just found out about your sit-
uation. While I might concede that you have an excuse for no longer
working on the case, I could rightly insist that you go back to work
and fulfil your contract. Crucially, there is no need to negotiate a
new contract with you. The old contract is still binding. None of this
would make any sense if you had been released from your contrac-
tual commitment. Thus, the prediction that you are released from all
commitments towards settling the question whether C, which each
of TB-Goal, JB-Goal and JTB-Goal generates in conjunction with Com-
mitment Release, is mistaken.

In contrast, K-Goal does not make a mistaken prediction here. Af-
ter all, the case is a standard Gettier case and so your belief falls short
of knowledge. According to K-Goal, then, you do not attain success
in the inquiry into whether C. K-Goal therefore does not predict that
you are released from your contractual commitment to settling the
question you were employed to settle. Since K-Goal is the only live
candidate in the debate on the goal of inquiry that does not make
mistaken predictions, there is reason to think that K-Goal is true.

Let’s move to the second argument. We may place rewards on at-
taining successes in goal directed activities. For instance, if I offer a
million bucks for bringing me Jesse James’s head. When this hap-
pens, you will be entitled to any reward so placed if and only if you
attain the relevant success. For instance, you will be entitled to the
million bucks I placed on bringing me Jesse James’s head if and only
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if you bring me Jesse James’s head. This gives us the following prin-
ciple:

Reward Entitlement. If there is a reward on scoring a success in a
given goal-directed activity, then you are entitled to this reward
if and only if you score the relevant success.

Now consider the following case:

The Reward. I offer a reward of ten thousand bucks to the first to find
out whether C. The first person to claim the reward tells me that
the answer is yes. He saw my wife going into and out of X’s
house at night, offers a number of testimonials stating to have
witnessed the romantic involvement of my wife with X and,
finally, provides relevant photographic evidence. Meanwhile,
it becomes widely known that this evidence is misleading and
the result of a revenge campaign against my wife. The second
person to claim the reward, who arrives just a bit later, also
tells me that the answer is yes. She has a videotape of my wife
in a romantic embrace with the other colleague Y and actually
brought her along to confess her digressions.

Who should get the money? It is intuitively clear that the answer
is: the second person. However, between the four live candidates
in the literature, only K-Goal can secure this result. To see why,
note that the first person’s case is another textbook example of a
Gettier case: he has a justified true belief that C that falls short of
knowledge. Since he has a justified true belief that C, TB-Goal, JB-
Goal and JTB-Goal all predict that he has attained success in inquiry
into the question whether C. And since he was the first to do so,
by Reward Entitlement, these views are firmly committed to the claim
that he is entitled to the money. But of course that’s the wrong result.
In contrast, K-Goal predicts the right result. Since the first person
is gettiered, he does not know. So, by K-Goal, he has not attained
success in the relevant inquiry and so isn’t entitled to the money.
The second person, in contrast, does come to know the answer. In
conjunction with Reward Entitlement, K-Goal predicts, correctly, that
she should get the money. By the same token, there is further reason
to believe that K-Goal is true.

What comes to light, then, is that there is reason to think that
when you inquire into a certain question, you aim to come to know
the answer. While this is a nice result about the goal of inquiry into
specific questions, it is somewhat limited in scope. After all, it re-
mains silent on what the goal of inquiry into general phenomena
might be. This is the question I will take up in what follows.
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2 Understanding: The True Account
Recall the plausible thesis about the goal of inquiry from the intro-
duction:

Inquiry, Phenomenon. When you inquire into a certain phenomenon,
your aim to understand that phenomenon and your inquiry is
successful if and only if you understand that phenomenon.

If Inquiry, Phenomenon, we can unpack the goal of inquiry into
general phenomena by taking a closer look at the nature of under-
standing. Now, in there are two main accounts of understanding in
the philosophy of science literature. According to explanationists, un-
derstanding is in essence knowledge of correct explanations [Hempel
1965, Salmon 1984, Khalifa 2012, 2013]. Manipulationists, on the other
hand, claim that understanding is essentially a specific kind of abil-
ity, roughly, an ability to perform (certain kinds of) manipulations
of (certain kinds of) representations of the phenomena understood
[de Regt and Dieks 2005, de Regt 2009a,b, Grimm 2006, 2014, Wilken-
feld 2013].5

In a recent paper [Kelp 2015], I argue that both types of accounts
remain ultimately unsatisfactory and propose a better alternative. In
a nutshell, the reason why explanationism fails is that one can ac-
quire understanding without coming to know explanations. For in-
stance, one can understand the independence of gravitational accel-
eration from mass by appreciating Galileo’s famous thought experi-
ment without thereby coming to know an explanation of why grav-
itational acceleration is independent of mass [Lipton 2009]. Manip-
ulationism, in contrast, struggles with cases in which agents know
a lot about a phenomenon but do not have the relevant abilities to
manipulate representations in the relevant ways—think, for instance,
of severely dyslexic agents. Here is the alternative I propose, which,
for want of a better label, I will henceforth refer to as the true account:

Maximal Understanding. If one has fully comprehensive (and max-
imally well-connected) knowledge a phenomenon P, then one
has maximal understanding of P.

Degrees of Understanding. Degree of understanding of P is a func-
tion of distance from fully comprehensive and maximally well-

5 What about accounts in the epistemology literature such as Kvanvig’s [2003,
2009] and Elgin’s [Elgin 1996, 2006, 2009]? It might be thought that they don’t
neatly fit into either camp. Accordingly, shouldn’t they be discussed separately?
While I agree that they should, I have already done so elsewhere in more detail
[Kelp 2017b], which is why I will set them aside here.
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connected knowledge of P: the closer one approximates fully
comprehensive and maximally well-connected knowledge of P,
the higher one’s degree of understanding of P.

Outright Understanding. “S understands P” is true in context c if
and only if S approximates fully comprehensive (and maxi-
mally well-connected) knowledge of P closely enough to be
such that S would (be sufficiently likely to) successfully per-
form any task concerning P determined by c, if, in addition, S
were to have the skills needed to do so and to exercise them in
suitably favourable conditions.

The true account can steer clear of the problems the competition en-
counters on both sides. Since one can come closer to fully compre-
hensive knowledge of a phenomenon without coming to know an
explanation of it, the true account can allow for understanding with-
out knowledge of explanation. This is just what happens in the case
of someone who understands the independence of gravitational ac-
celeration and mass by appreciating Galileo’s thought experiment.
Moreover, on this account, understanding simply does not require
abilities to manipulate representations either. All that’s required is
knowledge. Since dyslexic agents may have the relevant knowledge
without being able to manipulate representations, the true account
can allow that they have understanding as well.

3 The True Account Scores Further
With Inquiry, Phenomenon and the true account in play, let’s think
about the relation between understanding, as the true account con-
strues it, and the goal of inquiry. In particular, note that the true
account has some further nice features:

First, the true account fits very nicely with Inquiry, Phenomena.
To see why, note first that phenomena are very plausibly associated
with a set of true propositions that describes them and embeds them
in a broader nexus of phenomena [Kelp 2015]. On the above view of
understanding, inquiry into general phenomena aims at knowledge
of the associated true propositions.

Second, the true account serves to deliver an appealingly unified
account of Inquiry, Question and Inquiry, Phenomena. To see why, recall
that inquiry into specific questions aims at knowledge of the answer.
But the answer is a true proposition that’s associated with the ques-
tion. So, on the true account, inquiry into specific questions and into
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general phenomena share a common core: both aim at knowledge of
the associated true propositions.

Third, the true account can offer an appealing account of progress
in inquiry: roughly, progress in inquiry into a phenomenon consists
in coming to know more true propositions about it. For instance,
if you set out to inquire into the life of Napoleon and you come to
know that Napoleon was French, you make progress in your inquiry.
The above account can easily account for this.

It may also be worth noting that, as a result, the true account
once again does better than its explanationist and manipulationist ri-
vals. Unlike its manipulationist rival, the true account achieves a uni-
fied account of Inquiry, Question and Inquiry, Phenomena in terms of
knowledge. In contrast, according to manipulationists, inquiry into
specific questions and inquiry into general phenomena have entirely
different aims. One aims at knowledge, the other at an ability to ma-
nipulate representations. Since unification is a theoretical virtue, that
means that there is further reason to favour the true account.

And while explanationism can of course achieve unity here as
well, it will struggle to offer an equally attractive account of progress
in inquiry into general phenomena. The reason for this is that it
looks as though one can make progress in inquiry into a general
phenomenon by acquiring non-explanatory knowledge. Coming to
know that Napoleon was French is a case in point here. (Note that
manipulationism will also do worse than the true account on this
front.)

In this way, then, thinking about the goal of inquiry serves to pro-
vide further support for the true account vis-à-vis its most prominent
rivals.

4 The True Account as a Knowledge-Based Account
However, there remains at least one fly in the ointment. For my
account to be preferable to the competition, it is not necessary to as-
sume that understanding is a form of knowledge. To see this, just
note that all of the original advantages will remain even if we re-
place all occurrences of ‘knows’ and its cognates by ‘truly believes’,
‘justifiably believes’ or perhaps ‘justifiably and truly believes’.

True, in order to attain a unified account of inquiry into specific
questions and inquiry into general phenomena, the true account will
have to analyse understanding in terms of knowledge. However, this
will give us at best a very weak reason to do so. It would be nice
to have some independent reason to think that the true account is
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indeed best unpacked in terms of knowledge.
Fortunately, this can be done. More specifically, it is possible to ex-

tend the arguments for K-Goal to argue for a distinctively knowledge-
based version of the true account. To see how, consider first the fol-
lowing case:

The Reward 2. I offer a reward of a million bucks to the first to un-
cover the full story of my wife’s affair with Y (= P). The first
person to claim the reward offers a full account of P that is
based on a recent DEA report he was able to access. (The DEA
got interested in this as part of an investigation of the drug busi-
ness that my wife and Y were running on the side.) Meanwhile,
and unbekownst to this person, I have come to know that the
DEA report is a fabrication of a corrupt agent who wanted to
climb the career ladder. At the same time, incredible as though
this may sound, by an enormous stroke of luck, everything the
report states about P is true. The second person to claim the re-
ward, who arrives just a bit later, offers me an equally detailed
account that is the result of scrupulous and careful research.

Who should get the money? Again, it is clear that the answer
is: the second person. The fabricated report simply doesn’t afford
the first person cognitive access to the phenomenon and so doesn’t
afford her understanding of it either.6

6 This is pace Hills [Hills 2016] who claims that gettierisation does not preclude
understanding and so will likely claim that understanding is present in this case. I
must confess that I find it wildly implausible that fabrication can generate under-
standing. Consider cases in which it is not even known that there is a phenomenon
out there in the world that corresponds to the fabrication. For instance, suppose
someone fabricates and comes to believe a story about the lives of a colony of ma-
rine pygmy elephants which live at the bottom of the Pacific [Kelp 2015]. I take
it to be pretty clear that this person does not come to understand the lives of the
pygmy elephants even if, incredibly as though it may be and unbeknownst to all
of us, there actually exists such a colony and their lives are exactly as this per-
son believes them to be. (And if he tells another person about this who comes
to believe story as well and connects the beliefs in just the same way, this person
also doesn’t understand it.) Why? Because the beliefs bear no connection to the
mind-independent phenomenon. The fabrication does not put the agent in touch
with the phenomenon. It does not afford him cognitive access to it. And, of course,
fabrication does not give us cognitive access/understanding here, then there is ev-
ery reason to think that it won’t do so in the case I am discussing. Now, anyone
who thinks that, in this case, the person does understand the lives of the colony of
pygmy elephants will not be convinced by this. However, I find the thought that
she does understand so implausible that I have little more to offer in response to it
than an incredulous stare.
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However, again, the only way to secure that result is if we take
success in inquiry to require knowledge. To see why, note that the
first person’s case is an elaborate Gettier case: while the DEA report
was fabricated, everything it states about P is true. But since all of his
beliefs are justified and true, if we accept Inquiry, Phenomena and we
analyse understanding along the lines proposed by the true account
with the exception that we replace all occurrences of ‘knows’ by ‘jus-
tified and/or true belief’, the result we will get is that the first person
did attain success in inquiry into P. And since he was the first to do
so, by Reward Entitlement, we are now firmly committed to the claim
that he is entitled to the money. But of course that’s the wrong result.
In contrast, the knowledge version of the true account will give us
the right result. Since the first person’s beliefs about P are all get-
tiered, they fall short of knowledge. So, by Inquiry, Phenomenon and
a distinctively knowledge based version of the true account, he has
not attained success in inquiry into P and so, by Reward Entitlement,
isn’t entitled to the money. The second person’s beliefs, in contrast,
do qualify as knowledge. In conjunction with Reward Entitlement, the
knowledge version of the true account predicts, correctly, that she
should get the money. By the same token, there is reason to opt for a
distinctively knowledge based version of the true account.

It’s now easy to see that one can run an similar argument via
Commitment Release. Consider:

The Hire 2. I hire you for up to one month to uncover P. On the
first day of your appointment, you manage to access a recent
DEA report on P which purports to unravel the mystery. With
your investigation completed on day 1, you go on holiday in
the Carribean. While you are sipping cocktails in the sun, back
home it becomes widely known that the DEA report is a fabri-
cation of a corrupt agent who wanted to climb the career ladder.
At the same time, incredible as though this may sound, by an
enormous stroke of luck, everything it states about P is true.

The see how the argument will go, just note that if we accept
Inquiry, Phenomenon and we analyse understanding along the lines
proposed by the true account with the exception that we replace all
occurrences of ‘knows’ by ‘justified and/or true belief’, Commitment
Release entails that you are released from your contractual commit-
ment to uncover P. However, again, that’s the wrong result. Your
contractual commitment is still binding as is evidenced by the fact
that I can take steps to get you back to work without negotiating
a new contract. In contrast, the knowledge version of the true ac-
count does better. Since your beliefs about P are all gettiered, they
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fall short of knowledge. So, by Inquiry, Phenomena and a distinctively
knowledge based version of the true account of understanding, it
does not follow that you are released from your contractual commit-
ment. Since the knowledge-based version of the true account is again
the only one that does not make mistaken predictions, there is further
reason to favour it.

Conclusion
This paper has looked into the question of the goal of inquiry into
both specific questions and general phenomena. It has aimed to make
three main points:

First, there is reason to think that knowledge is the goal of inquiry
(K-Goal) as, between the four live candidates in the literature on the
goal of inquiry into specific questions, only K-goal is empirically ad-
equate.

Second, thinking about the relation between the goal of inquiry
into general phenomena and understanding serves to provide further
support for my own preferred account of understanding, the true
account, vis-à-vis the competition both in the explanationist and the
manipulationist camp as the true account can offer the best fit with
Inquiry, Phenomenon.

Finally, the arguments for K-Goal can be adapted to provide sup-
port for a distinctively knowledge-based version of the true account.

The news is thus good both for those who think that inquiry aims
at knowledge and for champions of the true account.7
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