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Testimony 
 

 

1. Introduction 
 

our knowledge obtained from other people.  

 

then, testimony is an obvious and important source of knowledge.  

 

without necessarily knowing, or having access to, the speaker’s evidence for her claim.  

 

chains of testimony, where one person tells another who tells another and so on. 

 

2. Descartes on testimony: the “autonomous” knower 
 

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.  

 

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. 

 

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”.  

 

For Descartes, each of us is an individual autonomous (i.e., independent) knower.  

 

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? 
 

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

People can be sincere but mistaken.  

 

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 

and inference. 

(2) Fundamentalism: Testimony is a primitive source of knowledge along with perception, memory, 

inference, introspection).  
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4. David Hume and reductionism about testimony 
 

Hume’s Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding 

 

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 justification of our reliance on testimony. 

 

Are people reliable informants in general? Can we rely upon a particular person on a particular occasion?  

 

We need to establish, by observation, that people tend to be reliable informants.   

 

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. 

 

(ii) The “not enough evidence” objection 

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.  

 

(iii) 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.  

 

(iv) 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 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.  

There are two points here. 

 

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

evidence, or understands all of the proofs, and so on.  

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

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

 

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

 

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

 

6. Global versus local reductionism 
two “reductionist” projects: GLOBAL & LOCAL 

 

That is, an attempt to show that our reliance on testimony in general is justified solely on the basis of 

observation and inference.  

 

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…. 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.  

 

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. 

 

But there is an obvious disanalogy between these two examples.   

 

being trusted 

If others treat us as if we were not trustworthy, the results can be psychologically and socially devastating.  

 

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?  

 

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.  
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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?  


