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PhD Dissertation Summary

My PhD dissertation is entitled “The Anxious Inquirer: Emotions and Epistemic Uncertainty” and 
concerns the relation between the epistemic attitude of doubt and the emotion of anxiety. A lot has been 
said about how we form beliefs, and much less about how we lose or drop our beliefs, and about the 
distinct states and processes which occur when this happens. In this work I focus particularly on doubt as 
a key moment of an inquiry process. I approach doubt as a psychological phenomenon and I ask: how 
does doubt most commonly arise in the mind? Besides its interest for the philosophy of mind, 
understanding the mechanisms at work in doubt is also of interest to epistemology, cognitive science, and 
psychopathology, insofar as doubt results from a series of affective and cognitive mechanisms which can 
become dysfunctional. 
 How do we move from believing p, to doubting it? Doubt, within a Cartesian rationalist 
framework, is viewed as a typical manifestation of the human capacity to reflect and reason on our 
beliefs. Yet, recent work in the philosophy and the psychology of emotion has revealed that emotional 
states – rather than reflective thinking – are more often than not at the origin of our cognitive activities. In 
this dissertation I develop a hypothesis as to how our natural inclinations to experience doubt about 
whether p come about, which centrally involves specific affective mechanisms.  
 I focus on the emotion of anxiety particularly, and I show that our capacity to feel anxiety allows 
us to be sensitive to problematic uncertainties and epistemic threats, and that this often constitutes the 
basis for our inclinations to doubt. More particularly, following Kurth (2018) I propose to view anxiety as 
a family of emotions, which includes a moral kind of anxiety, and an epistemic kind of anxiety. I put 
forward an emotional account of the phenomenon of “epistemic anxiety” as defined by Nagel (2010) and 
Hookway (2008), which is both in-line with the epistemological intuitions of these authors, and with 
existing philosophical and psychological work on anxiety.  
 This account enriches Hookway’s original claim according to which epistemic anxiety is a form 
of virtue which supports our ability to doubt reasonably. In the same way as it has been argued that a 
proper disposition towards anxiety is a helpful guide in moral agency, and the manifestation of a morally 
virtuous character, I argue that in the intellectual realm, the ability to experience appropriate anxiety in the 
course of one’s epistemic activities can be equated with what Roberts and Wood (2007) call intellectual 
caution. However, when it dysfunctions, for example when it becomes hyperactive, or when it is 
exploited improperly, our capacity to feel epistemic anxiety can lead to unreasonable doubt, for instance 
to a tendency to be overly cautious and overly concerned about our beliefs. 
 In support of this hypothesis, I present the persistent and recurring doubt of patients with 
Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) as a case study. Examining the possible mechanisms responsible 
for pathological doubt, I propose, might provide a pathway towards understanding the processes at play in 
everyday doubt. I show that the doubt of OCD patients poses a puzzle for the tradition view of how we 
shift from belief to doubt. Accounting for such cases of doubt in patients who have insight requires us to 
posit that doubt emerges at a level of cognition that is distinct from the level at which these patients judge 
that their doubts are unjustified. Finally, I provide a model of the affective and cognitive architecture of 
doubt, and propose that the mechanisms which are dysfunctional in OCD are the ones which, when 
working properly, are at the origin of the emergence of everyday doubt in healthy individuals.  
 The dissertation is structured as follows. In Chapters 1 & 2 I first analyze the possible role of 
doubt in the conduct of our inquiries from an epistemological point of view. I then rely on the philosophy 
of emotion to motivate a view of doubt as triggered by affective states. In chapter 4, 5, and 6, I develop 
my main claim which is that most forms of everyday doubt are triggered by a kind of anxiety. In Chapter 
7 & 8, I propose to consider chronically dysfunctional cases of unreasonable doubt to support my claims 
about the psychological reality of doubt. I take Obsessive-Compulsive disorder as a main case study there 
and I ask: what can we learn from pathological forms of doubting? Finally, in chapters 9 and 10, I refine 
my model of the affective architecture of doubt and propose that doubt involves a shift from an intuitive 
to a reflective mode of cognition as a result of experiencing affective signals of epistemic uncertainty. 
However, when it is well-calibrated, I argue that the mechanism behind epistemic anxiety gives us a 
prima facie good reason to doubt, and motivates us to reassess our epistemic commitment to a belief. 


