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Preface

I first began thinking about the epistemology of testimony in the
context of an objection to virtue epistemology. Jennifer Lackey, and
then others, had put forward a persistent objection to that approach,
arguing that it could not adequately account for testimonial
knowledge. Moreover, Lackey had formulated the objection so as to
target my own version of virtue epistemology specifically. In what
sense, she asked, was it appropriate to think of testimonial
knowledge as true belief attributable to the virtuous cognitive agency
of the hearer rather than that of the speaker? Put in different terms, in
what sense could testimonial knowledge be considered an achievement
of the hearer rather than the speaker? I recognized that this was an
important line of objection, so I turned to the newly burgeoning
epistemology of testimony literature to get up to speed. Once
I encountered that literature, however, I became interested in the
range of issues that it raised in their own right.

At the same time, I had the persistent impression that the
contemporary literature on testimony was not cutting matters at the
joints. On the contrary, it seemed to me that, at least often, the ways in
which the literature framed those issues were distorting, and even
preventing progress. This would be understandable enough, given
that these discussions were in such early stages. Work by Welbourne,
Hardwig, Coady, Fricker, Hinchman, Moran, Faulkner, Lackey, and
others was truly groundbreaking, articulating issues and defending
positions that had been largely neglected, or not even recognized, by
traditional epistemology. Nevertheless, I thought that we could do
better — that some of the most important issues that these authors had
uncovered, or started to uncover, could be better framed and then
better addressed.

One such issue concerned whether testimonial knowledge could be
reduced to some other kind of knowledge. This issue was stated clearly
enough by Coady, but then quickly clouded by others, who wedded any

vil
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viii Preface

number of inessential theses to both the reductionist and anti-
reductionist positions. Another intriguing issue was whether, in some
interesting and important sense, testimony has the distinctive function
of transmitting knowledge rather than generating it. Welbourne
seemed to be on to the question in early formulations, but then, once
again, subsequent discussion by others seemed to distort the issue, and
even to obscure it from view.

Also important in the early literature on testimony, and overlapping
with discussions about reduction and transmission, were questions
about the nature of the relationship between the speaker and hearer
in a testimonial exchange Focus on this relationship gave rise to a host
of further, interesting issues, including the nature and extent of
epistemic dependence, the importance of an epistemic division of
labor, and the role of trust in testimonial justification and knowledge.

In the background of all of these discussions, and sometimes in the
foreground, were questions about the discipline of epistemology itself.
Namely, was traditional epistemology adequate to the task of theorizing
such issues, or was epistemology as traditionally conceived hopelessly
impoverished in this regard. Put differently, was epistemology itself in
need of a revolution in order to adequately theorize such phenomena as
social epistemic dependence and the epistemic division of labor — issues
that were now being recognized as ubiquitous in the sciences and other
cognitive domains?

Again, all these issues seemed to me to be clearly important, and
theoretically interesting in their own right. This book is the result of my
trying to address them. The way that I have done so is to emphasize the
big picture rather than to work through my disagreements with other
authors in painstaking detail. This is in fact appropriate to the task at
hand, for two reasons. First, I am here arguing for a revision of the
literature’s categories in favor of a new general framework for thinking
about testimonial knowledge in general and the transmission of
knowledge in particular. That makes close engagement with extant
positions difficult, insofar as those positions are framed in terms that
I mean to reject. Second, I am here most interested in defending
a general framework for thinking through the relevant issues, rather
than a position that is worked out in fine detail. The reason for this is
that I believe (and argue!) that the framework is largely consistent with
any number of substantive approaches in social epistemology and in
normative epistemology more broadly. My central task, then, is not to
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refute other authors, but to defend an approach that better articulates
the relevant issues and the possibilities for addressing them. To put
things another way, I am here largely concerned to help allies rather
than to defeat opponents.

Finally, it has not been lost on me that the theoretical issues treated in
this book are of practical importance as well. And in fact, their practical
importance has been highlighted by our current social and political
situation, characterized as it is by anti-scientism, tribalism, a revolt
against expertise, and increasing incivility. In many ways, it seems to
me, the current situation can be diagnosed as a disintegration of
epistemic communities, attended by increased suspicion and
decreasing charity toward any perceived outsider. A salient feature is
the ways in which those outside one’s own intellectual circles — those
with whom one disagrees — are increasingly characterized as morally
and/or intellectually flawed. Our only explanation of opinions that
diverge from our own is that those who hold them must be either
immoral, ignorant, or irrational, or perhaps some combination of
these.

And it is precisely here, I believe, that social epistemology can be of
practical use. In particular, social epistemology looks to describe the
various ways in which the quality of a person’s epistemic position
depends not just on their individual cognitive resources, but on the
good health and proper functioning of a broader epistemic community.
Relatedly, social epistemology looks to detail the features of a well-
functioning epistemic community, and to thereby understand not only
how things go well when they do, but also how things can go wrong. In
light of this, a successful social epistemology might be in a better
position to diagnose the ills of our current social and political
situation, and in a way that sees those who we disagree with through
a more complex and more charitable lens. It is my hope that this book
makes a contribution to this kind of practical project as well, however
indirectly.
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