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Research Statement 
Robin McKenna 

My main area of research is epistemology (including applied, feminist and social epistemology), 
but I have strong interests in other areas of theoretical philosophy, including metaphysics 
(especially the metaphysics of the social world), philosophy of language (especially where it 
intersects with epistemology) and philosophy of science (especially where it intersects with social 
epistemology). I am also interested in areas of overlap between epistemology, ethics and political 
philosophy (e.g. political epistemology, epistemic injustice, the ethics of belief and inquiry). 

Right now I am working on three projects at the intersections of epistemology, (social) metaphysics 
and philosophy of science. In the rest of this research statement I will outline these projects, 
indicating their objectives, and expected outputs. 

Project 1: The Social Character of Knowledge 
Most (mainstream, analytic) epistemologists doubt there is much sense to be made of the idea that 
knowers are ‘socially constructed’ as knowers, and I suspect most are sceptical of the idea that 
knowledge is a social status or kind. One source of this is a worry about whether ‘social 
construction’ or ‘social kind’ talk makes much sense. I think that recent work by people like Sally 
Haslanger about the metaphysics of the social world. deals with this worry. But the deeper source 
is a worry about whether there is reason to think of epistemic properties as social kinds, or of people 
being socially constructed as having epistemic properties. My work on the social character of 
knowledge deals with the second worry.  

I am writing a book which argues that knowledge is a social kind. That is, the various instances of 
knowledge—Catriona’s knowledge that the bus leaves at 3pm, my knowledge that I live in 
Vienna—are part of a grouping that reflects the interests and purposes of humans, rather than the 
structure of the natural world. The centrepiece of the book is an argument by elimination. 
Epistemologists tend to think that knowledge is the fundamental notion in epistemology. This 
suggests that the various instances of knowledge have some sort of unity—they form a kind. But, 
I argue, knowledge isn't a natural or what we could call a ‘normative’ kind. This leaves one option: 
knowledge is a social kind. The idea is that the right way to think of knowledge is in terms of the 
social functions of our institution of knowledge attributions—what role does this institution play 
for us? Now, there are a lot of different roles one might think knowledge attributions play. You 
might emphasise the role of knowledge ascriptions in identifying good informants—in identifying 
those who have information we need. Or you might emphasise their role in reinforcing social 
hierarchies. My aim is not to decide between these pictures but to make a case for a ‘social picture’ 
of knowledge in general. Right now I am working on chapter drafts, and anticipate submitting the 
manuscript in the next 2 years, in the first instance to Oxford University Press. This book would 
be suitable for submitting as a Habilitation thesis at TU Dortmund. 

Alongside the book, I am also writing a paper, “Is Knowledge Socially Constructed?” which shows 
that we can borrow insights from the literature on ‘pragmatic encroachment’ in epistemology to 
argue that knowers are socially constructed as knowers. According to ‘pragmatic encroachers’, 
whether you know depends on how much is at stake for you. I argue that there are equally good 
reasons for thinking that whether you know depends on your social role or social position. In 
other work, I explore the connections between this position and certain strands in feminist 
epistemology (e.g. see my co-authored paper “Situating Feminist Epistemology”, which is 
forthcoming in Episteme). 
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Project 2: De-Idealised Epistemology 
There is a growing resistance in political philosophy to ‘ideal theory’. The objection is not that 
ideal theory should be rejected because it is useless. Rather, the objection is that it should be 
rejected because it is actively harmful. If we idealise away from the real fact of oppression, then 
not only do we lack the theoretical tools to explain why it persists, we end up with normative 
prescriptions that may exacerbate the problem (in an ideal world we wouldn’t ‘see colour’, but that 
doesn’t mean we should pretend it doesn’t exist in our actual world).  

I am currently putting together a project that investigates whether we also need to reject ideal 
theory in epistemology. The project will look at the sorts of idealisations made in epistemology, 
examine the rationale for them, and explore what an epistemology that rejects these idealisations—
a ‘de-idealised epistemology’—would look like. The idea behind the project is that idealising away 
from our actual situation may prove harmful in epistemology as well as moral and political 
philosophy. If you think that epistemology is normative in the sense that it gives us prescriptions 
(e.g. how to form beliefs, gather evidence, and identify credible testimony) then ignoring 
problematic aspects of our epistemological practices (e.g. the biases that enter into our judgements 
of credibility) may lead to prescriptions that do more harm than good.  

In order to further this project, I am co-organising a conference in May 2018 on ‘political 
epistemology’ at the Institute of Philosophy in London. I plan on submitting a funding proposal 
for this project to programmes such as the European Research Council’s Starting Grant Scheme 
(and, if my application to TU Dortmund were successful, schemes run by the DFG) 

Project 3: Cultural Cognition and Motivated Reasoning 
The idea behind a de-idealised approach to epistemology is that aspects of our psychology and the 
society in which we are embedded pose problems for systems of public knowledge production and 
transfer. Attempts to improve these systems need to take these things into account. I am currently 
looking at the epistemological implications of work in psychology and political science on ‘cultural 
cognition’ and ‘motivated reasoning’. The take-home message of this work is that our attitudes 
about the risks posed by things like climate change and nuclear energy are based on our cultural 
background (e.g. our political affiliation) rather than a dispassionate assessment of the scientific 
evidence.  

As part of this project, I am working on two papers. The first concerns the rationality of our 
(layperson) beliefs about contentious scientific issues: if I believe that climate change is a serious 
threat because of my cultural background rather than my objective assessment of the evidence, 
isn’t my belief epistemically irrational? The second concerns the prospects for dealing with our 
psychological limitations. One might think our built-in biases are exacerbated by the epistemic 
environment we inhabit: it’s easy to avoid information that conflicts with our prejudices, and we 
can always find someone willing to explain why the ‘other side’ is wrong. This suggests that any 
solution will need to address the ‘epistemological health’ of our social institutions—media, 
democracy—rather than just our individual susceptibility to bias. 


