
        
    
        
            
            
                
            

            
        
    

        
    
        
            
            
                
            

            
        
    


        
    




        

        
    Skip to main content

    

    
    
        
            
                
                    
                        [image: SpringerLink]
                    
                
            
        


        
            
                
    
        Log in
    


            
        
    


    
        
            
                
                    
                        
                            
                        Menu
                    
                


                
                    
                        
                            Find a journal
                        
                    
                        
                            Publish with us
                        
                    
                        
                            Track your research
                        
                    
                


                
                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    
                                Search
                            
                        

                    
                    
                        
 
  
   
  Cart
 


                    
                

            

        
    




    
        
    
        
            
                
                    
    
        
            	
                        Home




	
                        Synthese

	
                        Article

In defense of non-reductionism in the epistemology of testimony


                    	
                            Published: 25 March 2014
                        


                    	
                            Volume 191, pages 3227–3237, (2014)
                        
	
                            Cite this article
                        



                    
                        
                        
                    

                
                
                    
                        
                            
                            
                                
                                [image: ]
                            
                            Synthese
                        
                        
                            
                                Aims and scope
                                
                            
                        
                        
                            
                                Submit manuscript
                                
                            
                        
                    
                

            
        
    


        
            
                

                

                
                    
                        	Timothy Perrine1 


                        
    

                        
                            	
            
                
            661 Accesses

        
	
            
                
            5 Citations

        
	
                
                    
                1 Altmetric

            
	
            Explore all metrics 
                
            

        


                        

                        
    
    

    
    


                        
                    
                


                
                    Abstract
Almost everyone agrees that many testimonial beliefs constitute knowledge. According to non-reductionists, some testimonial beliefs possess positive epistemic status independent of that conferred by perception, memory, and induction. Recently, Jennifer Lackey has provided a counterexample to a popular version of this view. Here I argue that her counterexample fails.
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                    Notes
	
                      \(^{1}\)Perhaps the chief contemporary defender has been Fricker (1994, 1995) (though see also Van Cleve (2006)). (Strictly speaking, Fricker’s endorsement of Reductionism is more nuanced on two counts. First, she distinguishes between “global” and “local” reductionism, where (roughly) on the former the positive epistemic status of testimony reduces to one’s knowledge of global facts—e.g. “testimony is generally reliable”—whereas on the latter it reduces to one’s knowledge of more local facts—e.g. “Ed is reliable regarding tax codes” (see, inter alia, her (1994: p. 133ff.)). She only defends the latter. Second, she seems to suggest at places (e.g. (1995: p. 403f.)) that whether or not a testimonial belief reduces depends upon whether the hearer is in a “mature” or “developmental” phase. However, these subtle distinctions will not matter for what I argue below. (Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for urging more clarity here on Fricker’s view.))


	For contemporary defenders, see Audi (1997); Burge (1993, 1997); Coady (1994), and Plantinga (1993).


	On my characterization of this debate, Lackey (2006, 2008) is a non-reductionist—she thinks testimony provides some positive epistemic status—but she rejects strong non-reductionism—she does not think it provides enough for knowledge. But note that Lackey characterizes the debate between reductionists and non-reductionists differently than I have. On her characterization (modulo some qualifications), non-reductionists hold that “positive reasons” are not necessary for testimonial knowledge (2008, pp. 156, 167) and reductionists hold that they are necessary and sufficient (2008, pp. 148–149). I have not used this characterization for three reasons. First, it seems slightly ad hoc—allowing Lackey to claim a middle, moderate view, “dualism” where (roughly put) positive reasons are necessary but not sufficient (2008, 177–178). Second, and more significantly, I do not think it reveals as well as mine the range of possible views. Third, and most significantly, my characterization better tracks the debate, which is best characterized as over the sources of knowledge (see, e.g., Reid (1997, pp. 11–12, 195), Plantinga (1993, p. 77), Fricker (1994, p. 125), Audi (1997, p. 405), van Cleve (2006, p. 60)) not positive reasons, even though some authors use this latter notion to explicate the former.


	It is not obvious that Lackey thinks this is possible. Citing some empirical studies (2008, pp. 216–220), she claims that young children and infants are able to appreciate positive reasons. It is not clear, though, if she thinks this holds of all young children and infants or not. Regardless, assuming her view here is correct, it is not problematic for the non-reductionist. For the non-reductionist does not claim that there are some testimonial beliefs that constitute knowledge where the cognizer has no inductive evidence; at most, the non-reductionist claims that there are some testimonial beliefs that constitute knowledge independently of whatever inductive evidence that cognizer might have. (Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for urging more clarity here).


	Lackey (2006; 2008, pp. 168–175). I will use the locutions “positive reason for \(p\)” and “evidence for \(p\)” interchangeably.


	Lackey (2008, pp. 168–169). Lackey’s scenario is marred by two things. First, the book appears to be a diary. But—as Christina Van Dyke and Japa Pallikkathayil have pointed out to me—a diary does not simply include reports of a day’s activities, but a variety of other things that should not be taken as factual reports. Consequently, even if one found a diary, it does not follow that one should accept what it says, even if one knows the author is generally reliable. Second, as Martin Kusch points out (2012, pp. 261–262), it is not obvious in this case that Sam is even entitled to regard the alien as being a person who could even be eligible to produce testimony, in which case Lackey has failed “to properly isolate and test the non-reductionist view” (2012, p. 262). However, making these points will not help the non-reductionist escape Lackey’s counterexample. For we could easily modify it so that it is not marred by these features and would still serve Lackey’s purposes (e.g. when instead of a diary the book is a captain’s log, etc.).


	Lackey (2008, pp. 169–170), emphasis mine.


	This section has been greatly improved due to comments from two anonymous reviewers.


	It is possible that some sympathetic to non-reductionism would resist the idea that our experiences and background beliefs do allow us to dismiss these skeptical hypotheses as very improbable—in fact this might be part of their reason for being sympathetic to non-reductionism. Let me note here that I find this to be an overly pessimistic version of non-reductionism and will delay discussion of it for another time.


	Of course, this is a degreed matter. It is possible that there be adults who lack a wealth of experiences regarding testimony. Further, the character of these experiences and beliefs will be different for different people.


	I assume that Lackey intends these features of the case. After all, if Sam didn’t believe these kinds of things—if he were not an average human person but believed himself to be an ambassador for the aliens to earth awaiting instructions from an alien diary—then Lackey’s claim that he is being epistemically irrational in accepting the testimony would be more dubious (given, of course, that he is not unreasonable in believing himself to be an ambassador, etc.).


	Comments from an anonymous reviewer were helpful here.


	Cf. Plantinga (2000, pp. 224–225).


	Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for emphasizing to me the role “given the available evidence” plays in Lackey’s account of defeaters.


	See Lackey (2008, pp. 171–172). An anonymous reviewer has also pressed this kind of objection.


	In order for this to be a case where (A) does not obtain, further deviations from Lackey’s origin case are required than what I’ve written above. For instance, in the original case, the diary contained content that implied that there were aliens from another planet that were visiting earth. I assume that we can easily construct, at the cost of more specificity, a case where there are enough of these minor deviations from Alien so that (A) obtains.


	As with the previous case, one may feel free to modify various features of the case (e.g. the age or cognitive capacities of Sam) to make it more plausible. Such modifications (within reason) will not affect the purpose of the case.


	Reid, arguably the father of modern non-reductionism, was explicit on this point (1997, p. 195).


	Burge even concedes that we are not frequently in cases where his Acceptance Principle (see below) applies; see (1997, p. 23), cf. (1993, p. 468).


	Let me note that, on this picture, there need not be anything special about testimony as an irreducible source of knowledge. As we learn more about any of our irreducible sources of knowledge, the epistemic standards increase.


	Thanks to both anonymous reviewers for pressing me on this point.


	For instance, one might read Martin Kusch as thinking that Burge’s view would require (to use my formulation) accepting (1) and rejecting (2) of the Main Objection; see his (2012, p. 265ff). (Though there are ways of reading his critique that do not require this; see fn. 26).


	In fact, one non-reductionist—Plantinga—has a similar (though less developed) response to a similar kind of case; see his (2000, pp. 224–225).


	I remind the reader that I mean here maximal strong non-reductionism.


	In his formulation of the Acceptance Principle, Burge does not use the term ‘defeater.’ But this is the effect of his clause “unless there are stronger reasons not to do so.” Further, in latter work, he does use the term when discussing this clause (see, for instance, (1997, p. 45 fn. 4)).


	In his criticism of Lackey, Kusch seems to think the dispute is over whether “Sam has a defeasible prima facie entitlement to his testimony belief” (2012, p. 265). Kusch claims that Lackey thinks not, while Burge thinks so (Kusch sides with Burge here). If this is how the dispute is characterized, then (as should be clear) I agree with Burge and Kusch against Lackey. However, in this paper, I am responding to Lackey, and she is characterizing the debate in terms of knowledge not entitlement. On this characterization, I agree with Lackey that Sam’s belief does not constitute knowledge, but contra Lackey think this is consistent with non-reductionism.


	According to Burge, the entitlement is a priori in nature, where this means that “neither sense experience nor perceptual belief constitute or enhance its justification force” (1997, p. 21). Earlier I claimed that our background beliefs can provide us with reasons for accepting testimony. That claim is consistent with the entitlement being a priori (understood in Burge’s sense). As Burge himself notes (in the case of preservation memory), a belief can have an a priori entitlement and empirical warrant (1997, p. 40).
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