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Testimony 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Over the last couple of weeks we have been considering different sources of knowledge. Sources of 

knowledge seem to provide the psychologically basic “inputs” that allow us to form beliefs about the world. 

We looked at perception of the external world, and then, last week, looked at the view that knowledge of 

our own mental states might be derived from a special kind of “inner perception” or “inner sense”. 

So far we have been thinking about knowledge and belief against the background assumption of the 

epistemically responsible individual. Remember – it was this idea that led us into internalism then into 

foundationalism, and coherentism. We saw how different kinds of foundationalism rested upon the idea 

that knowledge of one’s own mental states is direct and infallible. We then explored whether this kind of 

direct infallible knowledge was best understood as a form of inner perception. 

But a great deal of our knowledge is obtained from other people. Think of the countless things that you 

have been read, or that you have been told, or that you have heard on the radio or seen on TV. Now, some 

of this stuff is not meant to bring about belief (e.g., fiction, drama, poetry), but a lot of it is. 

At first sight, then, testimony is an obvious and important source of knowledge. But think a bit more about 

what is involved in learning something from another person’s say-so. We seem to be able to acquire 

knowledge from others without necessarily knowing, or having access to, the speaker’s evidence for her 

claim. Or, in the case of expert knowledge, we might not have the competence or other knowledge 

necessary to really understand the reasons for the claim. For example, suppose your chemistry teacher tells 

you that the boiling point of aluminium is 4566 degrees Fahrenheit. She is unlikely to have established this 

herself.  She will have learned it from others. 

So, in parallel to the chains of justification and chains of reasons that we discussed when we looked at 

internalism, there are also chains of testimony, where one person tells another who tells another and so on. 

But this is worrying. We have been focusing on knowledge in terms of justified true belief, and justification 

in terms of the epistemically responsible individual who has reasons for her beliefs. But if I don’t know, 

or can’t understand, the evidence an expert draws upon in making her claims, aren’t I just being gullible? 

2. Descartes on testimony: the “autonomous” knower 

Descartes has featured quite a bit in these lectures – we’ve seen how he was very worried about the 

possibility of error and sought to provide an epistemic foundation: a “firm” foundation for the sciences. 

Descartes’ project, as we saw, was one where an individual subject has to be able to provide that foundation 

for herself. 

More generally, Descartes stresses the importance of individual epistemic responsibility. For example, in 

his early work Rules for the Direction of our Intelligence (1628 – or earlier).  Rule III begins: 

In the subjects we propose to investigate, our inquiries should be directed, not to what others have 

thought, nor to what we ourselves conjecture, but to what we can clearly and perspicuously; behold 

and with certainty deduce; for knowledge is not won in any other way. 

He then goes on to note the dangers of relying on past writers – they make errors. Worse still, he notes 
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Since scarce anything has been asserted by any one man the contrary of which has not been alleged 

by another, we should be eternally the uncertain which of the two to believe. 

He considers that one might, as it were, “total up” the competing claims made by people to see which 

opinions are most favoured, but this will not suffice. But there is no reason to suppose that the truth will 

have been discovered by the many. More strikingly, he goes on to consider another possibility. Suppose 

everybody agrees. This would still not warrant acceptance. 

For we shall not, e.g., all turn out to be mathematicians though we know by heart all the proofs that 

others have elaborated, unless we have an intellectual talent that fits us to resolve difficulties of 

any kind. Neither, though we have mastered all the arguments of Plato and Aristotle, if yet we have 

not the capacity for passing a solid judgement on these matters, shall we become philosophers; we 

should have acquired the knowledge not of a science, but of history 

In a later essay, The Search for Truth by Means of the Natural Light (?1641?). He notes that each of us will 

have learned lots of things from others, but that it is a defect to spend too much time on “book-learning”. 

The judicious (male) person will not base his actions on what he has gleaned from books, rather, he will 

seek to perform those actions which ‘his own reason would have to teach him if he learned everything 

from it alone’ (p. 400) 

He notes that he will explain how it is that ‘the true riches of our souls’ open up to ‘each of us the means 

whereby we can find within ourselves, without any help from anyone else, all the knowledge we may 

need for the conduct of life, and the means of using it in order to acquire all the most abstruse items 

of knowledge that human reason is capable of possessing’ (p. 400). 

For Descartes, then, each of us is an individual autonomous (i.e., independent) knower. Even if we don’t 

buy into Descartes’ foundationalist project for epistemology, the idea that we ought to be individually 

responsible for what we believe has some initial plausibility from within our folk epistemology. After all, 

don’t we blame people for being gullible, credulous, etc. 

But if we hold that knowers ought to be autonomous, if we hold that each of us ought to be epistemically 

responsible for our own beliefs, how does this square with the fact that a great deal of our knowledge is 

derived from the say-so of others. 

3. The problem: what justifies beliefs formed on the basis of testimony?1 

The first (and perhaps most important) problem is that testimony is no guarantee of truth. People can lie. 

People can be sincere but mistaken. This is problematic, especially for our ‘autonomous knower’. The mere 

fact that somebody else says that p does not entail that p (except for certain reflexive logical oddities like 

‘I am capable of speech acts’). 

If we assume that we can acquire knowledge from testimony, then, working with the “knowledge = justified 

true belief” assumption, it seems that there are only two responses we can make. 

(1) Reductionism. Our reliance on testimony is justified because testimonially-acquired beliefs are 

justified in terms of the use of other nontestimonial sources of knowledge, such as perception, memory 

                                                           
1 Now, obviously when someone says something, there are lots of things that we might come to believe. When Tom says 

“It is raining”, we might form the (true) beliefs – Tom can speak. Or Tom said that it is raining. Or I just heard some words 

in English. But the epistemological issues about testimony arise because it also seems to be the case that there are lots of 

cases of the following type: 

(T) S knows that p; S tells H that p; H comes to know that p as a result  

Or, re-cast in terms of justified true belief: 

(T’) S has a justified true belief that p; S tells H that p; H comes to have a justified true belief that p as a result. 
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and inference.2 

(2) Fundamentalism: Our reliance on testimony is justified on its own terms, it does not need to be 

justified in terms of our reliance on other more fundamental sources of knowledge. Testimony is a 

primitive source of knowledge (along with perception, memory, inference, introspection).  Thomas 

Reid is one example (see Coady Chapter 7 for a discussion) 

4. David Hume and reductionism about testimony 

Example: Hume’s Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding3 

We may observe that there is no species of reasoning more common, more useful, and even 

necessary to human life, than that which is derived from the testimony of men, and from the reports 

of eye-witnesses and spectators. [ . . .] Our assurance in any argument of this kind is derived from 

no other principle than our observation of the veracity of human testimony, and of the usual 

conformity of facts to the reports of witnesses (p.111) 

Hume suggests that our reliance on testimony is justified because we observe that there is a reliable link 

between what people say and the states of affairs that they talk about. Hume thus offers an empiricist (i.e., 

experience-based) justification of our reliance on testimony: 

Had not men commonly an inclination to truth and a principle of probity; were they not sensible to 

shame, when detected in a falsehood. Were not these, I say, discovered by experience to be 

qualities, inherent in human nature, we should never repose the least confidence in human 

testimony (112) 

The reason why we place any credit in witnesses and historians, is not derived from any connexion, 

which we perceive a priori, between testimony and reality, but because we are accustomed to find 

a conformity between them (113). 

Here’s what seems to be Hume’s line of thought. There are certain good ways of acquiring knowledge 

(Hume is talking about belief here, but for our purposes, that does not matter). If we want to know things 

about the empirical world we need to use observation. There then seem to be two issues. Are people reliable 

informants in general? Can we rely upon a particular person on a particular occasion? In both cases, Hume 

seems to argue, we need to rely upon our powers of observation. The two cases are obviously related. We 

need to establish, by observation, that people tend to be reliable informants.  We are thus justified in 

relying upon a particular person, on particular occasions. Similarly, smoke is typically caused by fire. When 

we see smoke on a particular occasion we are entitled to make the judgement on a particular occasion of 

observing smoke that it is caused by fire. 

5. What’s wrong with reductionism? 

(i) The “phenomenological” objection. 

We might object that we don’t detect ourselves making such inferences.  When someone tells us that it is 

raining, we don’t seem to make inferences. But the problem with this response is that the same is true when 

we see the smoke and take it to be caused by fire. 

                                                           
2 Coady identifies Hume as a good example of reductionism about testimony There is considerable dispute about whether 

Hume is a reductionist or not. Those interested in pursuing this question should see Paul Faulkner, "David Hume’s 

Reductionist Epistemology of Testimony." Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 79 (1998): 302-313; Michael Welbourne, Is 

Hume really a reductivist?, Studies in History and Philosophy of Science Part A 33 (2) (2002) pp. 407-423. 

3 References are to the Oxford Selby-Bigge edition. 
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(ii) The “not enough evidence” objection. 

Problem. Lots of assertions are about things that I did not, cannot, observe. The reductionist seems to 

require a sufficiently broad “training” stage where children observe people stating that p and (somehow) 

get to correlate it with states of affairs.  It is not at all clear that there is a “testimony-free” set of observations 

that could provide the basis of our general belief that there is a reliable correspondence between testimony 

and states of affairs. 

(i) Theory-dependence and observation 

A related objection (to (ii) is that very little observation is ‘testimony-free’. We rely upon others for our 

concepts, our classifications, our ‘background knowledge’ that allows us to make inferences on the basis 

of testimony. It is hard to conceive of how an entirely autonomous knower could ‘bootstrap’ herself into 

having knowledge at all. 

(ii) The speech act/reliable authority problem 

The Humean story works like this: I am justified in relying up on the testimony of a particular speaker 

because I have evidence that they are reliable, this, in turn, rests upon previous observations that have 

established a good correlation between: 

a) Certain types of speakers (in certain contexts) 

b) Things done by those speakers (making noises) 

c) Certain states of affairs in the world 

One problem, stressed by Coady and Welbourne is that speakers make lots of different kinds of speech 

acts. In order to identify a speech act as an assertion we have to assume that what the speaker says is taken 

to be true. But this means that the connection between assertion and truth is not one that is established 

empirically. That is, the process of evidence gathering must identify certain speech acts as reliable 

indicators of reality. 

(v) The “group knowledge” problem 

Many of our knowledge-acquiring (or knowledge-producing) exercises are cooperative. Hardwig (1985; 

1991) notes that in maths and physics, for example, many research papers cites huge numbers of authors. 

Certain experiments in physics, and the calculations and analysis that goes with them, could not be 

performed by an individual, even if she lived many times longer than a human being. 

There are two points here. 

(i) Certain knowledge claims depend upon groups of people (where no one person knows all of the 

evidence, or understands all of the proofs, and so on). In certain cases this might just be because there 

is a lot of data (and, say, each party could understand the work done by all the others). 

(ii) Such projects involve a ‘division of epistemic labour’ where work is divided up according to individual 

expertise.  It takes a long time to acquire the expertise necessary to do cutting edge scientific work, and 

it may be that the various participants cannot themselves follow the proofs or work of those in other 

fields. No one person could know all the evidence and all the grounds for the claims made. 

What conclusions might we draw from this? One conclusion might be that nobody knows the resulting 

claims. But this seems odd. These cooperative ventures seem to add to our stock of knowledge. Given that 

they do so, perhaps we should conclude that the group, as a whole is the “knower” of the facts in question. 

A more plausible response is to conclude that there is a tension between our conception of what knowledge 

is and our assumption that knowledge that p requires some individual to know the evidence. Either way, it 

seems clear that the idea of the ‘autonomous knower’ sits uneasily with the social nature of knowledge 
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production. 

6. Global versus local reductionism 

At this point it will be helpful to keep apart two “reductionist” projects. 

(i) GLOBAL 

(ii) LOCAL 

The problems so far arise with regard to the attempt to provide a ‘global’ reductionism. That is, an attempt 

to show that our reliance on testimony in general is justified solely on the basis of observation and 

inference. Global reductionism seems very problematic, as there seems to be no “testimony-free” set of 

observations that allow one to get started. Fricker (1995) argues that although global reductionism is 

implausible, local reductionism is correct. She distinguishes a ‘developmental’ phase, when we just have 

to rely (without further justification) on the testimony of others, from a ‘mature’ phase where, drawing 

upon the knowledge that we have, we have to decide whether to accept particular instances of testimony. 

But as mature autonomous adults we ought not to accept testimony without evidence that speakers are 

competent and sincere. 

But this seems to move epistemology more towards the realm of ethics. Last week, in our discussion of 

self-knowledge we teased out some connections between epistemology and metaphysics.  This week I want 

to end by briefly exploring some connections with ethics. 

7. The ethics of epistemic action: placing trust and being trusted 

The reductionist about testimony thinks about our reliance on others in the way that we might think about 

our reliance upon objects in the natural world: smoke co-varies with fire, so we are justified in forming 

beliefs about fire on the basis of our observation of smoke.  Similarly, people normally tell the truth, so we 

can rely on them in the same way. 

But there is an obvious disanalogy between these two examples.  If we encounter a smokeless fire we don’t 

blame it for not smoking: we simply add this (apparent) fact to our stock of knowledge. When we rely upon 

certain “natural” signs there is very little of ethical significance, but the social practices of trusting, being 

trustworthy, being thought trusting, and being thought trustworthy are ethically significant. 

Example: being trusted 

Being trusted is, along with being the object of other ‘reactive attitudes’ like respect, something of 

fundamental value for most of us. If others treat us as if we were not trustworthy, the results can be 

psychologically and socially devastating. Suppose a researcher, armed with clipboard, stops you in the 

street and asks if she can ask you some questions about your use of the ‘phone. She asks you how many 

telephone calls you make, on average, each week. You reply. She does not write down your answer, instead, 

she says ‘OK, so you say’ and then asks you to supply the names of someone who might be able to 

corroborate your claim.  You look astounded.  She then asks if you can supply a recent itemised bill from 

your telephone service provider. If such an encounter were to take place it is likely that you would be, 

justifiably, puzzled and angered. The researcher does not rely on your word. Instead, she engages in certain 

kinds of epistemic action, aiming to acquire, say, knowledge from another (more reliable?) source.  The 

point here is that, from the perspective of a person in the ‘trustee’ position of the trust relation, certain kinds 

of epistemic action are insulting, damaging, disrespectful, and distressing. Explicit epistemic actions, of 

certain kinds, can be at the very least, indicative of a lack of trust and may, in some contexts, even be 

viewed as expressive of suspicion and mistrust. 

What conclusions should we draw from the example above? One response is that ethics is one thing, 

epistemology another. This may seem tempting if we take epistemology to be concerned primarily with 

questions about what justifies our beliefs. But this assumption is not part of our folk epistemology. Central 
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to our folk epistemology is the idea of epistemic agency: we do things to gain knowledge, to share 

knowledge, to conceal knowledge, bring about false belief and so on. These actions take place in a social 

context, and our epistemic actions impinge upon, and have ethical implications for other people. 

How does this relate to our discussion of reductionism? What seems to drive the local reductionist account 

is the assumption that mature adults are autonomous knowers. Mature adults ought to have grounds for 

holding that speakers are sincere and honest. But we often do not have prior knowledge of a speaker’s 

sincerity or competence. The acquisition of such grounds (i.e., evidence of sincerity and competence) poses 

us with a dilemma as epistemic agents. We want to acquire evidence of sincerity and competence about 

this person.  There seem to be two ways of doing this: 

(a) Overtly. (I.e., let it be known that one is doing so, but this is insulting, socially disruptive, offensive, 

and hard to universalise) 

(b) Covertly.  But this is deceptive. 

Our social interactions with others take place within an ethical framework. Our example suggests that 

reductionism about testimony, whilst it might fit with a picture of the autonomous knower, is at odds with 

our tacit understanding of the ethics of communication and testimony. A world of autonomous knowers 

would be a world where each of us would be constantly suspicious and under suspicion, with each party 

evaluating the others as potential ‘indicators’ of the truth. Hardwig’s examples of cooperative epistemic 

action suggest that ‘ideal’ of the autonomous knower is one that is not sustainable. If we drop that idea, 

then we lose one of the key motivations for reductionism about testimony. This is not to say that we should 

not, sometimes, be suspicious of others, the key point is that we should question the idea that knowledge 

has to be reduced to onboard justification in every case. 

8. Conclusion 

In recent years there has been an explosion of interest in the epistemology of testimony (for a good 

bibliography see Martin Kusch and Peter Lipton ‘Testimony:  A primer’ Studies in History and Philosophy 

of Science. 33 (2002) 209–217). One reason why is that the epistemology of testimony seems to call into 

question the individualism inherent in traditional “Cartesian” epistemology. We have, over the past six 

weeks, been working with the assumption that knowledge is justified true belief (not that we simply 

assumed this, we saw that there were good reasons for thinking that this was a reasonable analysis of what 

propositional knowledge is). Next week we are going to turn to a “classic” short paper in epistemology 

from the early 1960s that called into question this kind of analysis. So we will be, in effect, calling into 

question another element of our epistemological story so far. 
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Study Questions 
 

Section A: Background Context 

1. What is epistemic responsibility? 

2. What are the “onboard” sources of knowledge? 

3. What is it for a belief to be justified? 

4. How does your answer to 3. Relate your answer to 1. 

5. What is epistemic internalism? 

6.  Would it be irresponsible to believe something if you don’t have evidence for its being true? 

Section B: Testimony 

7.  Speakers can engage in lots of different kinds of “speech act” – promising, ordering, forgiving, reciting 

poetry, and so on. What kinds of speech act are the focus of epistemology, and why? 

8.  Give three examples where people seem to acquire knowledge from the testimony of others. 

9.  In your examples, might the “recipient” have been wrong? 

10. Similarly, might the “speaker” have been wrong? 

11. Give two reasons why a speaker might be unreliable as a source of knowledge. 

a) She might be . . . . 

b) She might be . . . . 

12. To what extent does our individual knowledge depend upon others? 

13. Are we being gullible if we accept what someone says as true, without checking for ourselves? 

14. Can we have communication without trust? 

15. Are beliefs formed on the basis of testimony fallible? 

Section C: The Justification of Testimonial Belief: Reductionism 

16. What is reductionism about testimony? 

17. What reasons are there for thinking that reductionism about testimony is correct? 

18. Does reductionism depend upon the assumption that knowledge can only be possessed by 

epistemically responsible individuals? 

19. What’s wrong with reductionism about testimony? 

20. What is global reductionism? 

21. What is local reductionism? 

22. Is one form of reductionism more plausible than the other?  If so, why? 

23. Could the acquisition of all testimonial knowledge be based upon experience of regular correlations 

between speech and situations, as Hume argued? 

24. Are there any ethical implications that derive from reductionist accounts of the epistemology of 

testimony? 

25. What’s it like not to be trusted?  


