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Just as we are members of political communities, so too are we members of epistemic 
communities. Just as there are values in the political arena that cannot be realized by a 
single individual, so too are there values in the epistemic arena that cannot be realized 
by a single individual—I term one such value “epistemic convergence.” My 
dissertation argues that there are epistemic norms governing whom we should trust 
and what we should inquire into that are grounded in facts about epistemic 
communities and epistemically communal values. I argue that ceteris paribus we ought 
to trust our epistemic communities, and that ceteris paribus we ought to inquire beyond 
our epistemic communities into the very propositions that we believe based on trust 
in those communities. Finally, I argue that, contrary to initial appearances, it is possible 
to inquire while trusting without thereby doing anything irrational, and that inquiring 
while trusting is a crucial epistemic balancing act. Engaging well in that balancing act 
helps us solve pressing social epistemic problems, such as epistemic bubbles and media 
bubbles.  
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LONG DISSERTATION ABSTRACT: Knowing With 

In my dissertation, I explore epistemic norms that are grounded in facts about epistemic 
communities. Just as we are members of political communities, so too are we members of what I term 
“epistemic communities.” Just as our membership in political communities gives rise to political 
norms to which we are subject, so too, I argue, does our membership in epistemic communities gives 
rise to epistemic norms to which we are subject. Moreoever, just as there are values in the political 
arena that cannot be realized by a single individual, so too are there values in the epistemic arena that 
cannot be realized by a single individual—I term one such value, “epistemic convergence.” This 
framework gives rise to the two central questions of my dissertation: (1) How and when does 
membership in an epistemic community give rise to distinctively epistemic norms that apply to 
individual epistemic agents? (2) What are these individual epistemic norms to which membership in 
an epistemic community gives rise and how do they relate to one another?  

Epistemic communities are best understood as groups of epistemic agents who routinely 
interact and influence one another with respect to their significant beliefs, resulting in significant 
overlap in their beliefs, habits of belief formation, methods of inquiry, etc. Epistemic convergence 
occurs when two agents or two epistemic communities come to agree about whether p and do so in a 
way that takes into account the agreement of the other agent or epistemic community. They thus give 
weight to each other’s agreement, according the other agent or community a kind of epistemic respect. 
Epistemic agents considered alone can pursue knowledge or justified belief, but it is only when we 
take into account our epistemic communities that we see the value of pursuing epistemic convergence. 
After all, epistemic convergence cannot even be realized by an epistemic agent in isolation. 

With this picture of our epistemically communal lives as backdrop, I argue that there are 
epistemic norms governing inquiry and trust. These two concepts have often been relegated to the 
practical realm, it seems, because epistemologists have traditionally focused on the goals of individual 
epistemic agents alone. Since, as I argue, epistemic communities so deeply shape epistemic individuals, 
epistemic communities become a kind of extended self. We ought to trust our epistemic communities, 
then, because we trust ourselves and our epistemic communities are a kind of epistemic self. Without 
some positive evidence that they are not trustworthy, failing to trust those communities that shaped 
us would be inconsistent. Further, although inquiry and trust seem to pull in opposite directions, I 
argue that we also ought to inquire into those propositions that we believe based on trust in our 
communities in order to pursue epistemic convergence as well as knowledge. We ought to inquire 
outside our epistemic communities, talking to other people or reading new books, in order to prevent 
epistemic bubbles from forming. Epistemic bubbles insulate epistemic communities such that 
epistemic convergence beyond the community is impossible. We ought to inquire, then, in order to 
achieve epistemic convergence much more broadly.  

One upshot is that choosing between trust and inquiry, because we often assume we must, is 
often the source of our social epistemic problems. It’s not trusting too much that locks us in epistemic 
bubbles but failure to inquire while trusting. I argue that it is possible and rational to trust and inquire 
with respect to the same proposition at the same time, even though inquiring while trusting initially 
appears irrational or impossible. Inquiry essentially involves open-mindedness, on my view, and open-
mindedness does not require us to doubt or suspend judgment with respect to our trust-based beliefs. 
When we embrace inquiring while trusting and trusting while inquiring, we mitigate the risks of trust 
by inquiring and the risks of inquiry by trusting. Thus, inquiring while trusting is a crucial epistemic 
balancing act—anchoring in community while pursuing epistemic convergence. That balancing act 
assists us in the pursuit of knowing with others. 
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