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Freedom and Assertion: 

A Second-Personal Account of Testimonial Knowledge 

 

 

Abstract: This paper presents an argument for the view that second-personal reasons play an 

integral role in our acquisition of testimonial knowledge. The argument is based on the claim that 

there is a tension between two central features of testimonial knowledge: (1) it is supposed to be 

acquired directly just on the basis of another’s say-so, and (2) it is supposed to be acquired on the 

basis of a personal interaction. After showing that these two conditions are in tension, I argue that 

engagement in a second-personal transaction is necessary for an agent to gain knowledge that 

meets these two conditions. A central advantage of the view is that it shows how second-personal 

features play an epistemic role, thus answering a challenge that Jennifer Lackey has posed for 

interpersonal views of testimonial knowledge. 
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In recent years, several philosophers have defended what is known as an ‘interpersonal’, 

‘Strawsonian’, or ‘assurance’ view of testimonial knowledge.1 According to this view, 

testimonial knowledge is distinctive insofar as its acquisition requires the speaker and listener to 

engage in what I shall call, following Stephen Darwall (2006), a ‘second personal’ transaction, 

such as obtains when someone makes a promise. Interpersonal views are often motivated by 

appeal to cases where it seems rational to believe against the evidence (for instance, where a 

friend asks us to believe that he will quit smoking), as such cases suggest that testimonial 

transactions are governed by interpersonal rather than evidential norms.2 However, opponents of 

the view are understandably skeptical of the force of such arguments: some doubt that it is 

rational to believe in this way; others wonder whether, even if it is rational, it is epistemically 

rational to do so, since these might be cases where practical reasons outweigh epistemic reasons.  

In this paper, I present a new argument for an interpersonal account, one that relies on 

considerations about essential properties of testimonial exchanges rather than on intuitions about 

cases where we seem to judge against the evidence. Central to the argument is the contention that 

there is a tension between two of the distinctive features of testimonial knowledge. First, 

testimonial exchanges are supposed to give the listener direct (i.e. non-inferential) epistemic 

warrant, based only on another’s say-so.3 Call this the Directness Requirement. Second, 

                                                 
1 Recent defenders of interpersonal views include Watson (2004), Hinchman (2005, 2014) , Moran (2005, 2013), 

Faulkner (2007, 2011), McMyler (2011, 2013), Marušić (2015, 2017), and Baker and Clark (2017), but some of the 

central ideas associated with interpersonal accounts are already present in work by Anscombe (1979), Baier (1986), 

Ross (1986), and Baker (1987). Holton (1994) is sometimes included as a defender of interpersonal views, but since 

he is a non-cognitivist about trust, I don’t count him as a defender of such a view about testimonial knowledge. Of 

course, there are important difference between the different interpersonal views defended by these writers. 
2 See e.g. Baker (1987) and Marušić (2015, 2017), though the full force of the arguments depends not only on the 

intuitions about the cases, but on the framework offered to account for it.  
3 I follow Burge (1993) in using ‘warrant’ as a broad term covering both internalist and externalist justification. My 

favoured way of thinking about warrant is in terms of transitions between states: S is epistemically warranted in 

transitioning from being in state s1 to being in state s2 just in case such a transition would leave her in good 

epistemic standing. Where the resulting state is a belief, it is in good epistemic standing just in case the belief is such 

that, if the right environmental conditions obtain (the belief is true, undefeated, etc.), S has knowledge. The claim 

that another’s say so gives us non-inferential warrant is rejected by reductionists about testimony, who will require 
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testimonial knowledge is supposed to be gained on the basis of a personal engagement. Call this 

the Personal Requirement. The tension arises from the fact that, to meet the directness 

requirement, we must regard the speaker’s assertion as having a determinate aim, namely, of 

providing us with true beliefs, but to meet the personal requirement we must regard the speaker 

as a free being—free, in particular to set their own aims for her actions. Since assertions are 

actions, it would seem that to engage in a testimonial transaction we would have to regard the 

speaker as both having a determinate aim for what she asserts, and as having no such aim, since 

assertions can be used for any number of other purposes among which the speaker, as a person, 

is free to choose. 

I argue that to resolve the tension, we must appeal to tellings, understood as intrinsically 

second-personal assertions. When a person tells another something, they bound themselves to a 

certain standard as their governing aim: the standard of passing along true information, such that 

the other will be able to form a true belief just on the basis of the assertion. Because a telling is 

freely undertaken, one can regard a speaker who tells one something as a person, while at the 

same time regarding her as bound by an epistemic norm, enabling one to form a belief just on the 

basis of her say-so. An important advantage of my view is that it enables us to avoid a dilemma 

that Jennifer Lackey has posed for interpersonal accounts of testimony, because it shows how 

second-personal reasons can play an epistemic role in the acquisition of testimonial knowledge. 

I’ll proceed as follows. In Section 1, I explain interpersonal accounts in more detail, and 

consider some of the reasons that have been given for holding such accounts. In Section 2, I 

summarize Lackey’s challenge, an argue that the responses that have been offered to it are 

unconvincing because they fail to show how a second-personal factor could be of epistemic 

significance. In Section 3, I argue that to offer direct warrant, a deliverance of information must 

aim at providing the speaker with true beliefs. In Section 4, I argue that when the process is a 

communicative one between two persons, it requires speaker and hearer to engage in a second-

personal interaction, because this is the only way to regard another as a person while also 

regarding her as having the aim of delivering true information. In Section 5, I briefly explore 

how the view defended here bears on the question of whether epistemic partiality is rational. 

                                                 
that the speaker make an inference using the assertion as a base. I don’t aim to defend anti-reductionism in this 

paper: I am convinced of this view by the arguments in Coady (1992), so I shall be taking the view for granted. 

Nevertheless, the central premises of the argument are ones that even anti-reductionists could endorse, so it is meant 

to have wide appeal. 
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1. INTERPERSONAL VIEWS AND THEIR PLACE IN THE LITERATURE 

Accounts of testimonial knowledge in the literature are usefully divided into two camps. 

According to the first, reductionist camp, whose roots are often traced back to David Hume, 

there is no distinctively testimonial knowledge: true, we can often gain knowledge on the basis 

of what others say, but this knowledge is of the standard inferential variety.4 As such, we are 

justified in believing what others say only to the extent that we have independent evidence to 

think that what they say is likely to be true. According to the second, non-reductionist camp, 

whose roots are often traced to Thomas Reid, testimonial knowledge is a basic knowledge 

source, and its acquisition cannot be explained just by appeal to other types of epistemic sources 

(it is, to this extent, irreducible).5 Crucially, testimonial knowledge on this view is directly 

warranted on what another says, rather than inferentially based. 

This characterization of the views is deliberately vague, and importantly non-exclusive, 

since there are mixed accounts of testimonial knowledge in the literature with features from both 

sides.6 Be that as it may, I shall take interpersonal views to fall squarely into the non-reductionist 

camp, as they include a commitment to the following claims:7 

(1) Distinctiveness: the epistemic features of testimonial belief cannot be fully explained 

by appeal to epistemic sources of other types. 

(2) Directness/non-inferentialism: the kind of justification that testimony gives us is 

direct (non-inferential): a hearer is (at least sometimes) warranted in forming a belief 

just on the basis of someone’s say so. 

(3) Non-evidentialism: The norms that govern the formation of beliefs in testimonial 

transaction are of a distinct, non-evidentialist, sort. 

                                                 
4 For Hume’s views on testimony, see especially Treatise 1.3.4 SB 83-4 (2007), and especially essay X ‘Of 

Miracles’ in the Enquiry (1904). A sustained contemporary defense of a reductivist view is found in a series of 

articles by Elizabeth Fricker (1987; 1994, 1995, 2004, 2006a, 2006b). 
5 For Reid’s views on testimony, see especially IHM VI.xxiv (2000) . A sustained contemporary defence of anti-

reductionism inspired by Reid is offered by Coady (1992). See also Burge (1993, 1997), and McDowell (1994), 

among many others. 
6 For instance, Lackey (2008) and Goldberg (2006) explicitly present their accounts as mixed, and Sosa’s (2006) 

account would also count as mixed by this characterization. 
7 However, note that Fricker (2006a) offers an interpersonal account that does away with Directness, but all other 

defenders of interpersonal accounts, as far as I know, hold this requirement.  
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Indeed, we can think of interpersonal views as providing an explanation for why (1)-(3) hold, an 

explanation that gives these ingredients a positive characterization. That testimonial knowledge 

is distinctive, direct, and non-evidentalist is to be explained by the fact that its acquisition is 

grounded in a second-personal transaction.  

To elucidate what this means, I will first offer a characterization of second-personal 

transactions generally, and then explain how it applies to the case of testimony specifically. 

Following Darwall (2006), I take second-personal transactions to be defined in terms of a special 

kind of reasons, second-personal reasons. On Darwall’s formulation, “[a] second-personal reason 

is one whose validity depends on presupposed authority and accountability relations between 

persons and, therefore, on the possibility of the reason’s being addressed person-to-person” 

(2006: 8). The key notions here are those of authority, accountability, and person-to-person 

address. It is helpful to explain what this means using a particular instance. Suppose Ann 

promises Bob that she will Φ, and Bob accepts the promise. To be successful, such a transaction 

requires Ann to address Bob as a person capable of promise uptake; and, correspondingly, it 

requires that Bob regard Ann as a person, capable of making promises. Moreover, to understand 

the specific transaction that takes place we must appeal to the notions of authority and 

accountability: if the transaction succeeds, Ann thereby becomes accountable to Bob to Φ, and 

Bob has authority to demand of Ann that she Φ. Finally, if the promise is accepted, Ann is 

thereby bound by this promise: whereas, all else equal, she would have been free not to Φ ahead 

of making the promise, if she fails to Φ after the promissory transaction occurs she would fail by 

the norm that she has placed herself under by her very act of promising, wronging Bob. 

Second-personal transactions exhibit a distinctive form of reason-giving, one that 

becomes apparent when we contrast two ways in which a person can give another a reason.8 On 

the one hand, one can give someone a reason to do something by simply pointing out a certain 

consideration that bears on the task. For instance, one might give someone a reason to call a cab 

by pointing out that the next train leaves in 50 minutes, or a reason not to cross a street by 

                                                 
8 Though I am here departing from Darwall’s treatment in The Second Person Standpoint, the present 

characterization of second-personal interactions is consistent with his discussion in the book, and has been 

influenced by the contributions by Thompson (2004), and especially Darwall’s “Because I Want It” (2001). In this 

essay, Darwall comes close to a characterization I give in terms of a form of reasons-giving, though, if I understand 

it, the view presented is one where the reasons simply have a characteristic content, one that refers back to a 

person’s desires (instead of the content of that desire). I suspect this formulation loses importance in the book-length 

treatment of the topic precisely because a characterization in terms of content alone does not identify what’s 

distinctive of second-personal reasons.  
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pointing out that he might get run over by a car. On the other hand, one can give someone a 

reason to do something by exercising one’s authority to do so, a reason that will thus be 

grounded in that very exercise of authority. For instance, a mother can give her daughter a reason 

to call a cab by requesting her to be home for dinner, and a policeman can give someone a reason 

not to cross the street by ordering them not do so.9 In the first kind of case, one gives a reason by 

directing the other’s attention outwards, as it were, a reason that is grounded on facts external to 

the very act by which one makes those reasons available. By contrast, in the second way one 

directs the other’s attention inwards, as it were, insofar as the reason offered is grounded in the 

very act by which it is made available. Second-personal reasons, then, are those for which the 

very act that makes the reasons available is itself a fundamental ground of the reasons thus made 

available. This is why if the daughter asked why she should come home, the mother should say, 

‘because I’m asking you to do so’, and if the person asked why he shouldn’t cross the street, the 

policemen should say, ‘because I’m ordering you not to do so’; by contrast, the fundamental 

ground for the reasons made available in the non-second personal cases are only the facts that are 

pointed out: the fact that the next train leaves in 20 minutes, or that the person will get run over if 

he crosses the street. The act by which these reasons are made available is not a fundamental 

ground of those reasons.10 

The above should suffice as a characterization of second-personal interactions for the 

purposes of this paper. Given this framework, the question I am interested in is: are the reasons 

that ground testimonial knowledge genuinely second-personal? One reason to think so is that 

these interactions seem, on the face of it, to display the structure identified above as distinctive of 

second-personal exchanges. Thus, suppose your friend Francisca has told you that p, and you 

form the belief that p on that basis. Now suppose someone asks you why you believe p. It seems 

natural for you to reply that you do so because Francisca told you. This mirrors the structure that 

we find in interpersonal interactions generally, offering a certain form of engagement as the 

fundamental basis for doing something. Moreover, as is characteristic of these engagements, 

                                                 
9 Notice that this form of reason-giving is common to two species of second-personal reasons that Darwall 

distinguishes, namely, ‘juridical’ and ‘of the heart’ (Darwall 2017). Juridical reasons are in the form of commands, 

but requests, I take it, would be ‘of the heart’, because the person requesting something generally won’t be in a 

position to demand it. Still, when I request you to Φ, I give you a distinctive reason to Φ that is grounded in the very 

request.  
10 Of course, there are cases where the act itself will be a ground accidentally, because it is part of the grounds made 

available: e.g. if someone is wondering if anyone in the room can speak, I can give her a reason to believe this by 

saying ‘I am speaking’. The assertion itself verifies the asserted content.  
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when someone forms a belief on the basis of one’s testimony, other forms of second-personal 

interaction become appropriate: for instance, if the person has lied, or has been negligent in the 

way in which they acquired the information, one is entitled to hold them accountable with 

blame.11  

The second-personal structure of testimonial engagements can in turn be used to explain 

the distinctiveness, directness, and non-evidentiality that non-reductionists hold are essential to 

testimonial knowledge: testimonial knowledge is distinctive insofar it gives us a second-personal 

basis for belief; it is direct, insofar as the person who forms the belief can simply rely on 

another’s say-so to permissibly form her belief, rather than on independently available evidence; 

and it explains why testimonial exchanges are not governed by evidential norms, since second-

personal exchanges in general are not governed by such norms, but by distinctively second-

personal ones. 

It has also been thought that second-personal accounts can provide an attractive solution 

to a puzzle that arises in cases where one person tells another something that seems to conflict 

with a lot of independently available evidence, as in the following cases:12 

Accused Friend: Your friend has been accused of a serious crime, and the evidence 

overwhelmingly suggests that he is guilty. So much so, that you think to yourself: ‘If I 

just considered the evidence on its own, I would think he’s guilty’. However, your friend 

has told you that he is innocent, and, on that basis, you believe that he is.  

Quitting Addict: You know the statistics: people trying to quit smoking are 

overwhelmingly likely to fail (say it’s around 80%). However, after talking about it for a 

while, your spouse wakes up one day and tells you, “I’m quitting smoking”. On that 

basis, you believe that she will. 

These cases are interesting because they seem to be ones where agents justifiably form beliefs 

that are contrary to the evidence. The interpersonal view of testimonial knowledge seems to offer 

an attractive explanation for this: since these are second-personal engagements, they are ruled 

not by evidential norms, but by second-personal norms. As such, believing against the evidence 

does not violate any norms, so long as the belief is formed in accordance with second-personal 

norms. 

                                                 
11 Relatedly, as Anscombe noted (1979), it is sometimes disrespectful to distrust someone who offers testimony (as 

it is sometimes disrespectful to reject a promise). 
12 See especially Baker (1987) and Marušić (2012, 2015) for appeals to such cases to motivate interpersonal views. 

On epistemic partiality more generally, see also Keller (2004), Stroud (2006), and Paul and Morton (forthcoming 

2018). 
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Finally, interpersonal views seem well-suited to explain two perceived contrasts. First, 

there seems to be an important difference between the way in which we acquire knowledge from 

other people and the way we acquire knowledge from mere instruments, like thermometers.13 

Although we can acquire knowledge of the weather just by looking at the thermometer, or by 

being told, these ways of acquiring knowledge seem importantly different. On the interpersonal 

view, the difference is that only the later requires you to engage in a second-personal transaction. 

Second, there seems to be an important difference between the way we acquire knowledge from 

being told something, and the way we acquire knowledge when we merely overhear someone.14 

If you overhear your friend at a bar telling your other friend something, it seems like you and 

your other friend stand in a different relation to what was said: what they say seems to stand as 

mere evidence for you, whereas your friend seems to have a distinctively testimonial reason for 

forming the belief. On the interpersonal view, the difference is that only the friend who is told 

acquires knowledge by engaging in a second-personal interaction, rather than by merely coming 

upon evidence that justifies the belief. Hence, only the friend has testimonial knowledge. 

Arguably, the two contrasts are closely connected: only when you form a belief just on the basis 

of being told do you treat the speaker as a person rather than as an instrument for the acquisition 

of knowledge.  

However, none of these arguments are decisive, and there are obvious objections to each 

of them. Working backwards, some doubt whether there is a disanalogy of epistemic significance 

between being told something and merely overhearing it, or between knowledge acquired from 

instruments, and knowledge acquired from persons. Similarly, some would argue that in cases of 

epistemic partiality, like Accused Friend and Quitting Addict you should not believe the 

relevant persons; and among those who think that you should believe them, many would hold 

that this is only because these are cases where other norms—such as norms of friendship—trump 

epistemic norms. Non-reductionists who reject interpersonal accounts might offer alternative 

explanations for Directness, Distinctiveness, and Non-evidentialism, and reductionists would of 

                                                 
13 Anscombe (1979), Ross (1986), Moran (2005, 2013), and Hinchman (2005, 2014) all emphasise the differences 

between these two cases, though see Sosa (2006) for a differing view. Sosa’s account is criticized by Wright (2014), 

persuasively in my view. 
14 See Hinchman (2005, 2014), Moran (2005, 2013), and Faulkner (2007) for views that emphasise this difference, 

and Lackey (2008) and Weiner (ms) for criticism. I do not think the issue can be resolved just by appeal to intuitions 

about cases, and my grounds for siding with those who recognize an important difference will be provided when my 

account of testimonial knowledge is on the table, in section 5. 
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course reject the need to account for them. Finally, one could hold that even if tellings are 

second-personal in nature and have important connections to other interpersonal attitudes, this 

does not show that these features play a role in the acquisition of knowledge.  

This last is, in my view, the gravest problem: none of these arguments offer insight into 

how second-personal features could play a specifically epistemic function. My view is that the 

arguments cannot on their own provide support for interpersonal views until such an account is 

on the table, and, even so, while I do take most of the above as advantages of second personal 

views, I remain ambivalent about others, such as how to think about cases of epistemic partiality, 

a question I shall return to at the end of the paper. Before presenting my positive account, 

however, I shall first consider an argument by Jennifer Lackey (2008, ch.8) that aims to show 

that second-personal features cannot play an epistemic role. 

 

2. LACKEY’S DILEMMA 

Lackey’s objection is in the form of a dilemma, as follows. The epistemic warrant that a 

listener gets from being told that p either requires her to meet non-second-personal conditions for 

warrant, like reliability and good evidential support, or it does not. Horn 1: If the non-second-

personal conditions must be met, then they seem to do all the epistemic work, and second-

personal reasons do not add anything of epistemic significance. Horn 2: If the non-second-

personal reasons need not be met, it is hard to see how a purely second-personal reason, such as 

the granting of a distinctive assurance to the speaker, could add anything of epistemic 

significance. Conclusion: Interpersonal factors play no epistemic role in the acquisition of 

testimonial knowledge. 

Expanding on the set-up, the argument does not presuppose any particular account of 

epistemic conditions. These could include externalist conditions like reliability or causal 

dependency, or internalists conditions like Cartesian justification or anti-defeat. The argument 

does presuppose, however, that we can identify these conditions, and that second-personal 

factors are not required for them to obtain. To anticipate, it is this last assumption that I shall be 

calling into question later. 

Grant, then, that as defenders of interpersonal views hold, testimonial exchanges are 

constituted by second-personal interactions. The dilemma confronts us when we ask whether the 

second-personal factors make an epistemic contribution. Horn 1: Suppose that in the cases where 
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the transaction goes correctly (when the hearer acquires testimonial knowledge), the properly 

epistemic conditions must be met. When this is the case, these properly epistemic conditions 

seem to fully explain why the listener acquired knowledge. If the agent’s belief is true, 

appropriately justified, reliable, evidentially supported, etc., what else could be needed for it to 

constitute knowledge? Even if there is a second-personal aspect to testimonial exchanges, this 

would not add anything of epistemic value. That a second-personal reason is offered to the 

listener might explain why we are entitled to blame others when they lie to us, or why a speaker 

might feel let down when she is not believed; but the reason is not epistemic since it plays no 

role in the explanation of why the hearer’s belief is in good standing. The explanation for the 

latter is fully in terms of traditional epistemic properties. 

Horn 2: Suppose, on the other hand, that the standard, properly epistemic conditions that 

must obtain for one’s belief to be in good standing need not obtain in cases of testimonial belief. 

Then it is hard to see how the belief could be in good epistemic standing (even if in good 

standing relative to other standards, like friendship, or even, rationality tout court). As Lackey 

notes, on the assumption that the second-personal element enters the picture when a speaker 

invites a listener to trust her: 

[The speaker’s] inviting [a listener] but not [an overhearer] to trust him does not make it 

more likely that the testimonial belief in question is true for [the listener] but not for [the 

overhearer]—they are both receiving testimony with the same degree of reliability, the 

same kind of truth-tracking, the same amount of proper-functioning, and so on. (2008: 

14) 

Although Lackey is here arguing against the specific contention that second-personal reasons are 

given only from one who tells another something, the conclusion is more general: Second-

personal features, as such, do not seem to add anything of epistemic value. Hence, if we want to 

distinguish what is epistemically distinctive about testimonial knowledge, second-personal 

features “drop out of the picture” (p.238). 

Responses have been offered to this problem, but all seem to me unpersuasive.15 One 

strategy is to hold that in testimonial interactions the norms shift, so that we should form beliefs 

on the basis of second-personal (instead of e.g. evidential) reasons.16 However, this strategy 

suffers from a now familiar problem: even if the norms differ, it is it not clear that someone who 

                                                 
15 The objections I present are given in only rudimentary form, but I hope in a way that makes their force clear. 
16 A version of this response is given by Marušić (2015). 
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forms beliefs on the basis of those norms behaves epistemically correctly. A second response 

appeals to assurance: when we offer testimony, the listener can hold us accountable if we lie. 

However, if warrant is understood as a mere outcome of the procedure,17 the assurance works 

merely as a further piece of evidence for the listener: one is warranted in forming the belief 

because one knows the speaker has a good reason not to lie; but this is not epistemically different 

from believing someone because one knows she is under threat if she lies. Finally, what I regard 

as the most promising response appeals to the notion of ‘epistemic buck-passing’: by engaging in 

a second-personal transaction, the listener is able to justify her testimonially formed belief on the 

basis not of grounds available to her, but the speaker’s grounds.18 The main problem with this 

response is that it isn’t clear that a second-personal interaction is necessary to pass the buck in 

this way. On the view under consideration, when I form a belief that p on the basis of S’s telling 

me that p, and my belief is called into question, I do not have to be able to defend my belief 

myself, but can instead defer to S for the justification: ‘that’s what S said, and I assume she 

knows—if she doesn’t, my belief is unjustified’. The problem we seem to be able to pass the 

buck in the same way when mere instruments are involved. For instance, asked to justify my 

belief that the temperature in the room is 64 degrees, I could point to the thermometer and say, 

‘that’s what the thermometer reads, and I assume it’s working properly—if it isn’t, I suppose my 

belief was unjustified’.19 We can also do this with people, even when there is no question of a 

second-personal interaction. For instance, suppose several people come running out of a theater, 

screaming in fear. On that basis, I would seem justified in thinking that there’s danger inside. 

Asked to justify why I thought so, I might say, ‘They seemed to think so! If they weren’t 

justified in thinking it, I suppose my belief was unjustified.’ Hence, second-personal transactions 

seem unnecessary to pass the epistemic buck.20  

                                                 
17 The qualification is needed because on the account I offer, assurance plays a distinctive role, but not as a mere 

result, but as shaping the form of the transaction in such a way that it can provide direct warrant. Moran (2005, 

2013) is sometimes interpreted as holding the external result view; but I think he is better understood as pursuing the 

first strategy according to which non-evidential norms govern testimonial exchanges. 
18 Epistemic buck-passing was initially defended by Goldberg (2006) as a way for reductivists to recognize the 

distinctiveness of testimony, but McMyler (2013) and Baker and Clark (2017) argue that the kind of buck-passing 

distinctive of testimony can only be acquired on the basis of an interpersonal exchange. My thinking about this 

strategy and about testimony in general is indebted to discussions with Phil Clark.  
19 You might say: ‘thermometers don’t have mental states, so applying the notion of justification to them makes no 

sense’ (cf. (Wright 2014)). This response seems to depend on an internalist notion of justification; even so, the next 

example is meant to address this issue. 
20 Another attractive account is defended by Hinchman (2014), who argues that testimonial transactions are 

distinctive because the speaker represents herself as giving the listener warrant to close doxastic deliberation (by 
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Admittedly, these brief objections do not do full justice to the views of those who have 

defended these strategies, and I do not intend them as decisive. Indeed, I would be happy if the 

objections can be answered, and there is more than one way to respond to Lackey’s challenge. I 

present them here in this brief form to explain what motivates me to seek a different response. 

 

3. TESTIMONIAL KNOWLEDGE AND THE AIM OF ASSERTION 

In what follows, I shall argue that a second-personal interaction is required for a person to 

be warranted in forming a belief just on the basis of another’s say-so while regarding her as a 

person. Hence, such an interaction is required to acquire knowledge in a distinctively testimonial 

way. This section presents the first part of the argument, defending the view that to yield direct 

warrant a source of information must have the right aim. The second part of the argument is 

presented in the next section, where I argue that this condition is in tension with the personal nature 

of testimonial exchanges, and that only a second-personal transaction can resolve this tension. 

Here is the principle I will be arguing for: 

Right Aim Condition (RAC): S is warranted in forming (or maintaining) a belief just on 

the basis of a deliverance D only if the aim of D is to provide true information to S. 

Some clarifications are in order. First, this principle states a general necessary condition on direct 

warrant, that is, warrant that a person obtains without needing to engage in inferential reasoning, 

but rather just on the basis of the deliverances of privileged epistemic sources. Hence it is meant 

to apply not just to testimonial deliverances, but also to the deliverances from other sources 

traditionally thought to offer such warrant, like perception and memory. Second, to say that S is 

warranted in forming (or maintaining) 21 a belief just on the basis of a deliverance should be taken 

to mean: if S forms the belief just on the basis of this source, and the right environmental conditions 

                                                 
forming a belief) in part by presenting the information in a caring way that takes into account that person’s plans and 

interests. The argument is centrally motivated by the apparent fact that in some contexts, a speaker should not tell a 

listener what she is entitled to assert in other contexts: e.g. if Ann asks Bob if the weather is mild in NYC at this 

time of the year, and Bob knows it is (and tells this to other people), but also knows that Ann is particularly sensitive 

to cold weather and is trying to decide whether to bring a jacket, Bob should not say that the weather is warm. 

Hinchman argues that in giving the answer that is appropriate to the hearer’s practical purposes, the speaker shows 

second-personal care, and that this sort of care plays a crucial epistemic role. However, the cases Hinchman offers in 

support of his view are unconvincing. Either the intuitions about them are far from clear, or, as is the case with the 

example just given they have a simpler explanation: ‘mild’ is a context-sensitive term, so it is unsurprising that it 

would be fine to assert that something is mild in one context and not another. 
21 For simplicity, I shall henceforth focus only on belief-formation, though the points I make will apply to belief-

maintenance as well. 
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obtain S acquires knowledge thereby.22 Finally, the sense in which I speak of a ‘governing aim’ 

may be sub-personal. It includes the sense in which scientists regularly speak of functions: the 

function of perception is (among others) to yield true information; the function of the heart to pump 

blood. To say that it is a ‘governing aim’ is to say that we evaluate these performances for 

correctness in terms of the extent to which they fulfill such aims: perception fails if it conveys false 

information; the heart fails if it does not pump blood.  

In the case of testimonial exchanges, a speaker makes information available by means of 

an assertion. The specification of (RAC) for the case of testimony is therefore: 

Right Aim for Assertion (RAA): S is warranted in forming a belief that p just on the basis 

of someone’s assertion that p only if the governing aim of the assertion is to deliver true 

information to S. 

I shall presently argue for (RAA), but I should first note that the view that assertion aims at the 

transmission of true belief is widely held. For instance, Michael Dummett argues that “[a] man 

makes an assertion if he says something in such a manner as deliberately to convey the impression 

of saying it with the overriding intention of saying something true” (1981: 300).23 Similarly, many 

philosophers hold that, as John Turri puts it, “the point of the practice of assertion is to transmit 

knowledge”.24 The importance of this point for a theory of testimonial knowledge is ably drawn 

by Elizabeth Fricker, who thus ends up defending a principle along the lines of (RAA).25 Assertion, 

she argues, is governed by a knowledge norm (‘assert that p only if you know that p’), and this 

norm explains why it is rational to form beliefs on the basis of another’s say-so: “In asserting that 

P, the asserter offers her word that P to her intended audience H. She licenses H to believe that P 

on her say-so. How so? What enables such a feat? It is the conventionally constituted force of her 

speech act that, in asserting P, the speaker S purports to speak from knowledge” (Fricker 2006a: 

594). Hence, for Fricker an assertion provides warrant partly in virtue of the fact that its correctness 

is determined in terms of whether what is said is known by the asserter, together with the fact that 

                                                 
22 See fn??? Above. 
23 Dummett goes on to argue that the connection between assertion and representation of oneself as truthful is not 

secured by intention alone, but by convention. 
24 Defenders of this view include Williamson (2000: 267),Watson (2004), and Sosa (2015, ch.8), among many 

others. Williamson and Turri offer this claim as an explanation of why there should be a speech act governed by a 

knowledge norm of assertion. None of these philosophers, to my knowledge, defends an interpersonal account of 

testimonial knowledge. I should note that I am partial to the view that assertion aims at transmitting knowledge 

rather than truth, but for dialectical purposes I state (RAA) in terms of the weaker claim. 
25 Of course, as a reductionist, Fricker denies that someone’s testimony can ever be the sole epistemic basis for a 

belief 



14 

 

the speaker presents the assertion as a reason for the audience to form the belief.26 Clearly, though, 

to present the assertion in this way is to present the assertion as true; and, assuming such 

presentation to set the aims for the assertion, this claim is a version of (RAA). 

Talk of epistemic norms of assertion might be misleading insofar as it suggests that these 

norms apply to assertions in general. However, not all assertions have an alethic governing aim. 

When one asserts something sarcastically, the assertion does not aim at delivering truth; it aims at 

ridicule. Similarly, when one tells a fictional story the assertion does not aim at delivering truth; 

perhaps it aims at entertainment. Hence, neither sarcastic assertions, nor fictional tellings are 

governed by anything like a knowledge norm. Consequently, by (RAA), neither sarcastic 

assertions nor fictional tellings could be the proper ground for testimonial beliefs. 

Why hold that to be the proper ground of testimonial warrant an assertion must meet 

(RAA)? One reason is that it explains our intuitive judgments about certain cases. Consider: 

Mere Story: Ann is the host of a podcast that gathers stories from around the world to tell 

in her station. Often the stories are true, but they are sometimes merely fictional. Today 

Ann tells a story that she learnt from a reliable source, but for dramatic purposes she begins 

by saying that the story may be fictional, even though it is true, as Ann knows. Bob tunes 

in halfway into the show, as Ann is speaking of a zoo in South America that exhibits ligers, 

a cross between a lion and a tiger. Taking the story as genuine, Bob forms the belief that 

there is a zoo in South America that exhibits ligers. 

True Story: Cesc is the host of a podcast that gathers stories from around the world to tell 

in his station. Often the stories are true, but they are sometimes fictional. Today Cesc tells 

a story that he learnt from a reliable source, so he begins by saying that this is a true story, 

as he knows it is. Diana tunes in halfway into the show, as Cesc is speaking of a zoo in 

South America that exhibits ligers, a cross between a lion and a tiger. Taking the story as 

genuine, Diana forms the belief that there is a zoo in South America that exhibits ligers. 

The two cases are alike in all respects except that in True Story, Cesc’s assertions have the aim 

of conveying knowledge, whereas in Mere Story Ann’s assertions do not have this aim. However, 

it is intuitive to think that Diana’s belief constitutes knowledge, whereas Bob’s does not. An 

attractive explanation of the disparity in judgment appeals to (RAA): Diana knows and Bob does 

not, because her beliefs were formed on the basis of assertions that aimed at conveying knowledge 

whereas Ann’s were not. The fact that (RAA) elegantly explains the disparity between the cases 

provides good grounds to hold the principle. 

                                                 
26 With Fricker, I take assertion to essentially involve an audience; in the limit case (e.g. of writing in a diary, if we 

wish to count these as genuine assertions) the audience might just be oneself. 
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Here is what seems like an alternative and equally attractive explanation of the disanalogy 

between these cases: the reason that Diana acquires knowledge and Bob does not is that her beliefs 

are formed on the basis of assertions that express knowledge, whereas Bob’s are not. However, 

this seems to me to either generate the wrong verdicts, or not to be a genuine alternative to the 

explanation in terms of governing aims. On a certain understanding of what expressing knowledge 

amounts to, we could imagine that Ann’s assertions do indeed express knowledge: for instance, 

we could imagine that in telling the tale she is aiming to stick as close as possible to the testimony 

she heard from the person who told her the story. Even so, because she fails to represent herself as 

conveying knowledge, it does not seem as though her assertions could be a proper ground of belief, 

so they do not offer proper warrant. On the other hand, we could understand ‘expressing 

knowledge’ as ‘representing oneself as conveying what is known’. But this is not a genuine 

alternative to the explanation proposed, because in that case Ann’s assertions would have the 

transmission of truth as their governing aim.27  

It is thus hard to think of an explanation for the disanalogy between these two cases that 

does not appeal to (RAA), and this gives us a good reason to hold the principle. To strengthen the 

argument, I now want to provide a more general theoretical framework that explains why this 

condition has to be met in order for us to acquire warrant for testimonial belief. 

As I noted, (RAA) is the particular specification of a more general principle, (RAC), 

applying to basic knowledge sources, sources whose deliverances provide us with direct warrant 

for belief, with perceptual deliverances as the paradigm case. The deliverances of the perceptual 

system are in line with (RAC) since it is the function of perceptual deliverances to deliver true 

information about our surroundings. However, what epistemic work does the condition do? Isn’t 

it enough that perception is a reliable source of information?  

To see why mere reliability is not enough, consider the case from Alvin Plantinga (1993: 

195-8, 205-07) of someone who has incurred a brain lesion that causes him to believe that he has 

a brain lesion. Such a lesion would be a perfectly reliable source of information: all and only the 

information that it makes available is true. However, it does not seem to provide warrant for belief: 

a belief formed on the basis of this source would not constitute knowledge. Plantinga plausibly 

suggests that the reason the lesion does not yield warrant is that it is not part of its function to 

                                                 
27 Arguably, they would have a stronger aim: the transmission of knowledge. 
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provide true information. By contrast, since this is the function of the perceptual system, it is 

capable of providing us by its deliverances with direct warrant for belief. 

More generally, a right aim condition along the lines of (RAA) and (RAC) can be defended 

by appeal to a virtue-theoretic framework along the lines of the one defended by Ernest Sosa over 

a series of writings.28 According to Sosa, knowledge is a particular accomplishment, the 

accomplishment of a performance that succeeds on account of competence at forming true beliefs. 

However, as Sosa makes clear, we can asses performances for competence only if they are 

performances with an aim, which in the case of epistemic performance must be the formation of 

true beliefs. When a performance does not have such an aim, or when it achieves it incompetently, 

the fact that the belief is true is accidental. For this reason, it does not constitute knowledge. 

When we form beliefs on the basis of the perceptual system we rely on this system to 

provide us with true information for the formation of belief, and when we form a belief on the 

basis of someone else’s say so, we rely on their communicative act as a source of true information 

for the formation of belief. As such, these are joint performances, the first between ourselves as 

doxastic agents and a sub-personal system, the second between ourselves as doxastic agents and 

another person as an informant. If these joint performances are to provide us with epistemic 

warrant, therefore, they must aim at providing true information on the basis of which we can form 

true beliefs.  If they didn’t have this aim, then, even when a true belief results from such 

deliverances, as in Mere Story, the fact that the belief is true is accidental. As such, it cannot 

constitute knowledge, even if the environmental conditions are correct. Hence, these virtue-

theoretic considerations suggest that to provide us with direct warrant a source must aim at 

providing true information, as per (RAC).  

 

4. THE EPISTEMIC FUNCTION OF ASSURANCE 

There are good reasons, then, to hold that to be the proper grounds of testimonial belief, 

assertions need to aim at transmitting truth. Because assertions often meet this requirement, it 

would seem as though, like our perceptual systems, other persons can through their assertions 

give us proper warrant for belief just on the basis of those assertions. As we are about to see, 

                                                 
28 See especially Sosa (2010, 2007, 2015). 
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however, focusing on the case of assertions generates a difficulty that does not arise for the case 

of perception. 

Here is the problem. In the case of perceptual exercises, the right aim condition obtains 

naturally: it is the function of our perceptual systems to deliver correct information so that we 

might form true beliefs about the world. However, other persons do not have that function in 

relation to our beliefs, and this raises an epistemic difficulty. As Angus Ross (1986) writes: 

The main problem with the idea that the hearer views the speaker’s words as evidence 

arises from the fact that, unlike the examples of natural signs which spring most readily 

to mind, saying something is a deliberate act under the speaker’s conscious control and 

the hearer is aware that this is the case . . . If a speaker’s words are evidence of anything, 

they have that status only because he has chosen to use them [my emphasis]. (p.77) 

Building on this theme, Moran (2005) notes: 

When I learn of someone’s beliefs through what they tell me, I am dependent on such 

things as their discretion, sincerity, good intentions—in short, on how they deliberately 

present themselves to me—in a way that I am not dependent when I infer their beliefs in 

other ways. People are known to lie, exaggerate, and otherwise speak in ways that do not 

express their genuine beliefs. (p.5) 

The difficulty that Ross and Moran are alerting us to stems from the fact that assertions are 

intentional actions, and the speaker can thus do with them what they will. As such, assertions 

cannot simply be assumed to have an alethic aim, as would be required by (RAA) if they are to 

be the proper source of beliefs. Indeed, in light of the above considerations, Moran’s focus on 

cases of deception is actually somewhat misleading. For it is not just that speakers can use 

speech to mislead us, in such a way that forming beliefs on the basis of what they say would lead 

to largely false beliefs; it is rather that speakers can use speech for any number of purposes, not 

just to deceive, but also for much more harmless purposes like telling fictional stories, make 

jokes, persuade, thrill, raise admiration, or console. Unlike exercises of our perceptual systems 

that necessarily have an epistemic aim, informing others is just one among many things that we 

can aim to do with assertoric speech.  

To recognize this—to recognize that the speaker is capable of having myriad aims in 

what she does, including what she does with her words—is constitutive of recognizing the other 

as a person, a being free to set her own aims for her actions. However, it was argued that one 

could be warranted in forming beliefs just on the basis of another’s say-so just in case one could 

rationally regard the person’s assertions as governed by the aim of transmitting true information. 

A listener thinking about whether to form a belief just on the basis of what another says would 
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thus seem to face a dilemma: she can either regard the speaker as person, in which case she will 

not be entitled to form beliefs just on the basis of what she says (since this will require her to 

regard the speaker as not having a determinate aim in her assertions), or she can regard the 

speaker as a mere instrument to the truth, a system whose function in delivering information is to 

transmit true information, in the way her perceptual system does. 

We should distinguish the foregoing problem from a different, skeptical problem with 

which it might easily be confused. The skeptical problem is about how we can ever be certain 

that another person is being sincere, reliable, or telling the truth. This, inasmuch as it is a real 

problem, is not one that affects testimony in particular. Similar concerns could be raised about 

perception and memory, for instance. The problem that I’m interested arises only for testimony, 

and it arises because of the particular nature of persons as beings capable of setting their own 

aims. Because persons can set their own aims, it seems impossible to relate to someone as a 

person while at the same time relating to them as a source of direct warrant, because to do the 

latter requires us to regard the other as someone whose aim is the very determinate one of 

providing us with true information.  

With this in mind, consider a simple potential solution to the problem: the speaker and 

the hearer should come to an agreement to the effect that the hearer can rely and form beliefs on 

the basis of what the speaker say, because the speaker agrees to only transmit true information. 

However, this only pushes the problem back; for how could two people ever come to such an 

agreement without already being able to trust each other in the characteristic way of testimonial 

knowledge. Wouldn’t the speaker have to say something to the effect of, ‘You can rely on me 

when it comes to such and such’ or ‘this is what I’m going to do’? If so, the problem simply re-

emerges, for we can then ask: what reason has the person to trust these assertions, given that they 

can be governed by non-epistemic aims?29  

To find a more satisfying solution to the problem it is worth noting that a parallel 

problem to this one emerges in the practical realm. Suppose Ann wants to rely on Bob to Φ 

(given some practical aim that she has). How can she do that? It seems she cannot rely on Bob to 

Φ while regarding him as a person given that, as a person, Bob is free to do as he pleases. Hence, 

                                                 
29 I am here essentially echoing Baier (1986), who presents a sustained criticism of the view that the notion of a 

contract is more basic than the notion of trust. Among the many reasons that Baier cites as favouring the view that 

the dependence is the other way around is that children cannot form contracts, but they can certainly trust. 
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it seems the only way to obtain the relevant reliance is to stop treating Bob as a person. For 

instance, Ann could force Bob to Φ (through threat or force, for instance), or take advantage of 

the fact that Bob regularly Φs in the way in which one might take advantage for one’s gardening 

of the fact that the sun regularly comes up. 30 Yet, neither of these would be a form of personal 

reliance which seems now a paradoxical notion: the nature of persons as free beings, and of 

reliance as requiring others to act in determinate ways, seem to clash. 

The parallel with the practical case, however, suggests a third possibility: Ann can rely on 

Bob, while regarding him as a person, if Bob promises to her that he will Φ.31 For by promising 

that he will Φ, Bob thereby freely binds himself to Φ, giving Ann a distinctive reason to rely on 

him to Φ (if she accepts the promise), a second-personal reason that is fundamentally grounded 

in the very act of promising. Because promises are freely given, but also, by their very nature, set 

aims for the promisor to which she is bound, they enable the promisee to rationally rely on the 

promisor while regarding her as a person. Importantly, these standards of correctness hold just in 

virtue of the act of promising, and the authority over those standards is transferred to the 

promisee. Thus, whereas an agent who decides to Φ can correctly not Φ by simply giving up that 

aim, a person who promises to Φ is bound by that aim even if she changes her mind. For it to be 

correct of her now to not Φ, the person would need to be released from the promise by the 

promisee. This is the transfer of authority that is characteristic of second-personal exchanges. 

It is also crucial that the commitment to an aim that promises give rise to is internal to the 

act of promising: to promise to Φ just is, among other things, to commit oneself to Φing and to 

bind oneself to that standard. If such a commitment was external to the act, so that one could 

promise to Φ without binding oneself to Φing, the same problem that we encountered with the 

agreement strategy as a ground of trust would reappear in this case. In order to rationally rely on 

another’s promise to Φ, the promisee would need a further assurance from the promisor, since 

the promise could be given without providing such assurance. Clearly, the needed assurance 

could not be attained through a second-order promise to be bound by the first-order promise to 

Φ, at least on this understanding of promises. For the same worries would arise for this second-

                                                 
30 As Steve Darwall pointed out, Ann could treat Bob as a person by offering him incentives to do as she wants him 

to do, incentives that she believes Bob will (rationally) accept. However, this suffers from the same problem that the 

agreement strategy encounters: The view appeals to an offer by Ann, but an offer of this sort is just a sort of 

promise, and what we are trying to make sense of is how it could be rational to accept a promise in the first place. 
31 Many authors have explored the parallels between testimonial and promissorial exchanges. See e.g. Brandom 

(1983), Watson (2004),  Fricker (2006a: 602-03), Friedrich and Southwood (2011), and Marušić (2015).  
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order promise, giving rise to a vicious regress. Hence, the assurance that promises give must be 

internal to them. 

Promises solve a practical problem: the problem of how one person can rationally rely on 

another as a person, that is, while regarding the other as free to do as she wills. They solve this 

problem in virtue of their nature as acts whereby the agent freely binds herself to an aim that 

provides standards of correctness for the very action that sets those standards. What I want to 

suggest is that tellings have a similar structure, which enables them to solve the parallel 

epistemic problem above. When a person tells someone something, she thereby freely sets as the 

standard of her (linguistic) behaviour the deliverance of true information to the listener. To tell 

someone something is just to undertake an act with this normative structure, whereby a speaker 

freely forsakes authority to set her own aims for what she says. As such, when a speaker says 

something to a listener, the speaker has a reason to communicate the truth, and the listener has a 

reason to believe what the speaker says, and both reasons are grounded in the act of telling 

itself.32 Because tellings are freely undertaken acts, but also set standards of correctness for the 

speaker’s assertion, they enable the hearer to rationally trust the speaker and form a belief just on 

the basis of what she says while treating her as a person. 

This parallel structure of promises and tellings is precisely the one that was identified in 

Section 2 as characteristic of second-personal reasons. When a promisee accepts a promise, she 

has a reason to rely on the promisor to act in a certain way that is fundamentally grounded in the 

latter’s promise. Asked why she is relying on the other, she should say, ‘because she promised’. 

Likewise, when a listener accepts testimony, by trusting a speaker, she has a reason to believe 

what the speaker says that is fundamentally grounded in the latter’s telling. Asked why she 

believes what the other says, she should say, ‘because she told me so’.33 

                                                 
32 Of course, there might be cases where the listener misidentifies the act in question, as in Mere Story. The same 

can happen with promises, or, indeed, any action whatsoever, which can be misinterpreted. This does not pose a 

problem to the position I am advocating, which aims not at securing an infallible way to attain testimonial 

knowledge, but rather just to illuminate the conditions that make it possible for us to attain such knowledge in the 

cases in which we do attain it. 
33 I take it that by believing her, the listener is thereby relying on her, that is, for her epistemic performance. I 

therefore disagree with Marušić (2017), who holds that trust is more primitive than reliance. Still, I agree with him 

that reliance is reliance on one’s performance; but in light of the virtue-theoretic treatment of belief in the previous 

section, I would take it that forming (and maintaining) a belief is among the performances that can be done on the 

basis of reliance. The fact that certain kinds of reasons are not proper for belief-formation is explained by the fact 

that this is an epistemic performance, with an alethic constitutive aim.  
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In the previous section I explained why the performances on the basis of which we form 

beliefs must have the right aim to provide us with direct warrant for belief, and why mere 

reliability is not enough. In the case of testimonial transactions, understood as joint 

performances, the right aim must govern the actions of both the speaker and the listener. Since a 

second-personal transaction is required for these performances to have the right aim in the case 

of testimony, it is clear why such a transaction is needed. The account thus explains how 

testimonial exchanges can give us direct warrant to form beliefs, without giving up on the 

distinctive, personal nature of testimonial knowledge. It also offers an explanation of how there 

could be an epistemic difference between forming a belief on the basis of being told something 

and merely overhearing it. For the account requires that the speaker and the listener be engaged 

in a joint performance, and mere overhearers do not engage in a joint performance with the 

speaker.34 

Noticing the crucial role played in the story by the second-personal structure of tellings 

also provides a response to Lackey’s challenge. To recall, the challenge takes the form of a 

dilemma with respect to the conditions that a testimonial belief must meet to constitute 

knowledge: either non-second-personal factors—like truth and reliability—need to be met, or 

they do not. If they do, the non-personal factors seem to do all the epistemic work; if they do, it 

is not clear why the belief would be in good epistemic standing such as to constitute knowledge. 

Either way, second-personal factors seem to play no epistemic role. 

As I noted above, the argument has an unstated assumption, namely, that the epistemic 

conditions that we would otherwise be inclined to think are required for proper epistemic 

standing can obtain independent of whether the second-personal factors obtain. However, if the 

view advocated here is correct, this assumption is false: we can obtain the specific kind of 

warrant that a testimonial source gives us—a warrant that is both direct and personal—only on 

the basis of a second-personal transaction. Such a transaction is needed for one to be warranted 

                                                 
34 In some cases, the context makes it clear that anyone in the audience will be suitably related to the speaker, e.g. 

when someone is giving a discourse, though the information is not directed at anyone in particular, any listener in 

the audience will be engaged in a joint activity with the speaker. They thus count as ‘being told’ something by my 

account, even if not by natural language standards of ‘being told’. By contrast, it is an implication of my account 

that someone who reads a diary without permission cannot gain testimonial knowledge, since the information was 

not intended to be transmitted to them. Some have taken such implications to favour a non-interpersonal account 

(e.g. Weiner (ms)), but I do not see why the diary case should be treated in the same way as paradigmatic cases of 

testimonial knowledge acquisition (indeed, I incline to the opposite view, though my intuitions here are arguably 

infected by theory). 
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in forming a belief just on the basis of what another says, while regarding her as a person. Since 

the ability to regard the other as a person is constitutive of testimonial transactions, only on the 

basis of a second-personal exchange could a person get the specific kind of warrant that 

testimony makes available, both direct, and personal. As such, second-personal features play a 

crucial epistemic role in the acquisition of testimonial knowledge. 

 

5. EVIDENTIALISM AND EPISTEMIC PARTIALITY  

The argument I have presented for a second-personal account of testimonial knowledge 

appeals to a tension between two general features, distinctive of this kind of knowledge, aiming 

to show that there is a tension between them that can only be resolved through a second-personal 

transaction. Unlike other defenders of interpersonal accounts, therefore, I have placed little 

emphasis on cases of epistemic partiality, like Accused Friend and Quitting Addict. One 

reason for this has already been given: I do not think these cases are dialectically strong to appeal 

to, because the opponent of interpersonal views can reject them as ones where non-epistemic 

reasons outweigh epistemic reasons. Nevertheless, I think these cases are important and 

interesting, so I shall close by examining what light the account I have presented might shed on 

them. This discussion will also clarify the sense in which the account I have presented is non-

evidential. 

First, with regards to cases of epistemic partiality such as Accused Friend and Quitting 

Addict, I agree with other defenders of interpersonal views of testimonial knowledge that in 

these cases we are epistemically permitted to believe against the evidence. That is, if ‘belief 

against the evidence’ is understood to mean that we can believe what the person tells us (they’re 

innocent, or they will quit), even if independently available evidence overwhelmingly suggested 

that what they say is false. Given such a set-up, we are permitted to believe what the speaker tells 

us, because if the other person competently checks and delivers the information, that will suffice 

for our belief to be warranted. On the other hand, there is a broader understanding of evidence 

where it just means ‘epistemic reason’, and in that sense I would say that testimony gives us 

evidence of a particular sort, one meant to bracket other forms of evidence, such as statistical 

evidence. 
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To explain what this means, consider the following example.35 A ship has suffered a 

terrible accident of a sort that makes it overwhelmingly likely that no one in the ship survived. 

On the basis of this evidence, it would be wrong to judge that anyone survived. However, 

suppose you were on the ship, and you miraculously survived. You would then be aware of your 

survival, in which case it would be wrong of you to think that you didn’t survived or to give 

weigh to considerations that would lead to that conclusion: your awareness of surviving should 

bracket other considerations that would tell against your surviving. My suggestion is that since 

testimony is a basic knowledge source, it gives us reasons of this bracketing kind, that entitles us 

to ignore other considerations that might tell against our beliefs formed on its basis. 

One might question this view on the grounds that rationality demands of us to always 

weigh all the considerations that are readily available pertaining to the question of what to 

believe. On this view, setting aside any considerations would therefore amount to irrationality. 

However, it is far from clear that rationality demands so much from us, and there is reason to 

think the opposite, that sometimes rationality demands setting some considerations aside. 

One area where this is clear is in the realm of practical authority. As Joseph Raz has 

persuasively argued (1985a, 1981, 1985b, 2010), one of the marks of authority is that the reasons 

it gives rise to are exclusionary: they give reasons not only to proceed in a certain way, but to set 

aside other considerations relevant to the matter at hand. Thus, for instance, if you were a sailor 

in a ship, and your captain commanded you to clean the main cabin, you should do so, even if 

you think that your time would be spent more efficiently doing something else. As Raz argues, 

part of the reason why it is rational to do this is that one of the primary functions of authority is 

precisely to ‘pass the buck’ of decision making on to another person. To be in authority is to be 

in a position where others can rely on you to weigh the relevant considerations and come to a 

decision that is final. It would thus undermine the very purpose of having an authority if those 

who are supposed to follow the commands took matters in their own hands and attempted to 

resolve the matter on their own. 

In cases of authority we rely on others to weigh practical reasons so as to make certain 

decisions. In cases of testimony we rely on others to collect true information so as to make it 

possible for us to form true beliefs and acquire knowledge on that basis. And just as the point of 

relying on authorities would be undermined if we went about making our own decisions when an 

                                                 
35 A slight modification from one offered by Rowe (1979: 340) in an influential paper. 
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order has been given, the point of testimonial reliance would be undermined if we went about 

collecting our own information when someone has told us something.36 Of course, in both cases 

it is possible to question whether we should be reliant: one can have grounds to question both 

authority and trustworthiness, and this raises further complications.  

One complication arises from the fact that in cases of epistemic partiality, as standardly 

presented, the speaker is a friend, or someone close to the listener. In light of that, there is some 

pressure to think that we are not only permitted to trust them, but required to do so, despite the 

existence of strong evidence against what they say. After all, doing otherwise would amount to 

questioning the trustworthiness of the speaker. Still, this obligation could well arise from norms 

of friendship, rather than epistemic norms, which might lead us to think of these cases as ones 

were these two norms clash. On the other hand, if the account of testimonial warrant I defended 

is correct, there may not be a conflict even in these cases, at least in the ‘good case’, where the 

friend is competently and sincerely telling the truth. For if the speaker is sufficiently competent 

at checking and delivering the truth, then the belief formed on its basis will be warranted, and 

well-formed by epistemic standards as well. 

Yet, this verdict depends on taking a stand on a second issue that raises a further 

difficulty: in cases like Accused Friend the independent evidence might be taken as a good 

reason to question the friend’s trustworthiness. In other words, these cases might seem to be ones 

where you have good reason to question the source on the basis of which you would form the 

belief; but then the belief thus formed would inevitably be defeated. Take, then, a case where the 

speaker is competently and sincerely telling the truth, but where there is also strong independent 

evidence to think that she must be saying something false. I am inclined to think that even under 

these circumstances, a belief could be warranted and constitute knowledge, even if you are not in 

a position to discriminate between this case and one where she is lying or has been misled, where 

you would not be so warranted;37 for it is the obtaining of these external conditions that justify 

you in setting aside conflicting considerations. However, I am far from confident in my 

judgments about this case. 

                                                 
36 My view here is influenced by Zagzebski’s (2015) pioneering work on the relationship between authority and 

epistemology. 
37 My views here are influenced by Lasonen-Aarnio (2010). 
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The point I want to insist on is that, inasmuch as independent considerations might tell 

against believing what the friend says, they would have to do so indirectly by way of questioning 

the trustworthiness of the speaker, rather than directly, by presenting opposing evidence against 

the claim under consideration. For testimonial reasons, like authoritative reasons, are 

exclusionary reasons. Hence, one cannot take something as a testimonial reason and weigh it 

against contrary evidence. Such evidence might lead you to not take it as a testimonial reason at 

all, but if you do take the reason as testimonial, that reason will settle the matter for you, and you 

will be rationally required to set aside evidence that conflicts with it as misleading.38  
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