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James R. Beebe


My research focuses on the following four areas of debate: reliabilist epistemology, contemporary theories of truth, the relation between epistemology and cognitive science, and the nature of conceptual analysis.  


Reliabilism claims that beliefs are justified just when they are produced by reliable cognitive processes.  The degree of reliability of a belief-forming process determines the degree of justification of the beliefs produced by that process.  My research on reliabilism has focused on defending reliabilism against common objections to it.  My article in Noûs offers a solution to the Generality Problem—taken by many to be the most devastating objection to reliabilism.  Defenders of the Generality Problem claim that reliabilists do not have a principled way to distinguish what the relevant cognitive process type is in particular cases.  My article in Synthese undermines the most common putative counterexample to reliabilism (Keith Lehrer’s story of Mr. Truetemp), which attempts to show that a belief’s being formed by a reliable process is not sufficient for that belief to be justified.  


Because processes are only reliable in certain contexts, we need a way of knowing that the relevant contexts are.  I am currently working on a response to Robert Brandom’s Relevance Class Problem, which claims that even if reliabilists could develop a principled way to distinguish cognitive process types (i.e., even if they could solve the Generality Problem), they would still not have a principled way to delimit the relevant contexts of use of a process that would determine that process’s reliability.  My solution to the Relevance Class Problem brings reliabilism into dialogue with contemporary theories of epistemological contextualism.  


My research on truth deals primarily with the current challenge posed by deflationary theories of truth.  Deflationists claim that truth cannot be defined or analyzed (either in terms of correspondence, coherence, warranted assertability, or anything else) and that truth never plays any genuinely explanatory role.  My article in Ratio and one of my articles in the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy try to clarify the claims of a particular deflationary theory, the prosentential theory of truth, so that its claims can be properly evaluated.  I am currently working on an article that I hope will be the definitive defense of the prosentential theory.  My article in Journal of Philosophical Research and the two articles I currently have under review attempt to clarify what deflationary theories of truth can say about the value of truth, the recognition-transcendence of truth, and the explanatory role of truth.  The two papers under review also deal with the question of how the theory of truth one offers does or does not constrain the kind of theory of epistemic justification one can offer.  


Because my Noûs and Synthese papers rely heavily upon resources from the cognitive sciences to solve philosophical problems in epistemology, I have reflected a great deal on how we should understand the relationship between epistemology and cognitive science.  The most common objection to “naturalizing” epistemology (i.e., making epistemology strongly continuous with or subsuming it under one of the cognitive sciences) is that no amount of empirical research on the mind and cognition can answer the central normative questions of epistemology.  I agree with this objection, but I have focused my attention and research on another obstacle to full naturalization—viz., the thesis that no amount of empirical research could answer Socratic questions of the form “What is x?” where ‘x’ is some philosophically important concept.  


For centuries philosophers have thought that Socratic questions can be answered in a distinctively philosophical way that is importantly from the empirical methods of investigation used in the sciences.  The traditional way of answering these questions—typically taken to be a kind of a priori conceptual analysis—has been under severe attack in recent years from philosophers who call themselves ‘naturalists.’  I am currently writing a book, provisionally entitled What is Conceptual Analysis?, that I hope will provide the most comprehensive explanation of what conceptual analysis is to date.  The manuscript, which is currently 150 pages, explains the metaphysical and epistemological presuppositions of traditional conceptual analysis and shows that the most common objections to conceptual analysis are not decisive but that other, less widely discussed, difficulties are potentially fatal.  In later chapters I hope to formulate a version of conceptual analysis that preserves the strengths of the traditional view but overcomes its most serious difficulties.  


Although I do not think that epistemology can be fully naturalized, I certainly believe that research in the cognitive sciences is relevant to epistemology and that epistemologists can make positive contributions to cognitive science.  In the coming year I will be doing work on an exciting area of research in psychology, where researchers are studying how ordinary people think about the concept of knowledge.  While this empirical research can never answer the philosophical question of what knowledge really is, it bears directly on the empirical assumptions philosophers (often unwittingly) make about how people actually think about knowledge.  I hope to write articles in the next two years that demonstrate the relevance of this empirical research to contemporary epistemology and that contribute to the ongoing empirical research.  

